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Mendek’s Dedication:


To music, dance, laughter, and harmony. And to the spark of life that animates us all.


Myra’s Dedication:


For my parents, Mendek and Edith Rubin, with boundless love and gratitude.


And for my children, Marea and Jeff Goodman, and my niece, Nina Harmer—may your grandpa’s story and wisdom always be a source of strength and inspiration.





MYRA’S INTRODUCTION
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When my father was on his deathbed, I sat by his side with my mother and daughter. We listened to beautiful classical music on an old cassette player, tapes my dad had made throughout his life of the melodies he loved best.


Even though my father was lying in a hospital bed, surrounded by bottles of medication in a room with a stained linoleum floor, I felt the magnificence of heaven. The air was different—charged with peace, light, and love. I sensed we were not alone.


Surprisingly, in the days leading up to his death, I’d developed a new relationship with my father. Although he could no longer speak and his body was beginning to shut down, it seemed as if his spirit was active and could actually communicate with me.


When I thought his death was still weeks away, I left for the weekend. While I was gone, I felt him urging me to return. I didn’t know if it was really my dad or just an overactive imagination, but I had my answer when I went home early to find him in extreme pain and my eighty-four-year-old mother in a terrible state. His care was being mismanaged, and I was able to quickly remedy the situation.


A couple of evenings later, I drove the few miles to my house to take a short break. I was relaxing in my hot tub under the darkening sky when suddenly my father’s spirit visited me, guided by a spirit that I somehow knew was his mother. They swooped down to share final blessings for our family. My father didn’t speak in words, but I heard his messages clearly with senses I hadn’t known I possessed—not the eyes and ears I had lived with for almost half a century. When I went back to my dad’s bedside, the universe felt new to me. Boundaries I’d always believed in had dissolved, and I felt surprisingly fortified. My dad died peacefully a few hours later.


My daughter is a midwife, and this was her first death. She told me the magic in the room felt the same as when a baby is born.


The joy of my father’s release was tangible. I believed he was reuniting with members of his family who had died long ago—people whose names and stories I did not know. Not yet.
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My father, Mendek Rubin, immigrated to America in 1946 after surviving three horrendous years in Nazi slave labor concentration camps—years during which his parents and four of his siblings were murdered in Auschwitz. At twenty-one, he arrived at Ellis Island with only a sixth-grade education. He didn’t speak English or have any money or marketable skills. What he did have was a brilliant and creative mind.


Over the next forty years, Mendek’s inventions revolutionized both the jewelry and packaged salad industries. But even more remarkable was how he applied his genius to his own psyche, figuring out innovative methods to heal the deep, unresolved emotional pain he carried from his early life.


By age sixty, my father had not only overcome the severe depression that had plagued him for decades, he’d also become the most peaceful and joyful person I’ve ever met. Just as he’d invented revolutionary ways to manufacture bracelet clasps and package salad greens, he had discovered how to be truly happy and free.
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When I was a girl, everyone who knew my father called him “good-natured.” No one in our family remembers him saying even one harsh word to any of us. He was always kind and patient, but he also knew how to have fun. Only the people closest to him—my mother, Edith, and his sole surviving sibling, Bronia—understood the depth of the despair he hid so well.


There was only one time that I sensed a bottomless darkness deep within him. After wandering into the kitchen late at night, I saw him standing by the sink, his head hanging down. I felt confused and anxious. Was there something wrong with my dad? My father was my sunshine. I couldn’t bear to see him as anything but happy and strong, so I tried to put the image out of my mind.


Throughout my life, my dad was someone I could always rely on. When I was young, he tucked me in at night and listened to my childhood fears. As an adult, he worked hard to help make my business a success.


In the early days of Earthbound Farm, when most people thought my husband, Drew, and I were crazy to try to sell prewashed organic salad in bags because it had never been done before, my dad never once questioned the viability of our concept. Not only did he invent ingenious equipment to wash and pack our delicate baby greens, he also provided a crash course in manufacturing—teaching us to think about assembly lines, scaling up, and the most efficient ways to achieve top quality. His quiet assurance gave us the confidence and faith to pursue our dreams.


Over the next dozen years, as our company grew from a tiny roadside produce stand into the largest grower of organic produce in the world, I became a very busy working mom with two young children. My parents helped me by babysitting almost every day.


After my father died in the fall of 2012, I missed him even more than I expected. I craved his smile, and the feel of his hand in mine. I regretted how much I didn’t know about him and had never even thought to ask. I’d lost the opportunity to learn his history and delve into the philosophical theories and spiritual revelations he loved to share.


But at the same time, I continued to feel his presence. Daddy, are you here with me? Is the light I feel coming from you?


Then one day, while sorting through his belongings, I found the unfinished manuscript of a book he’d worked on for many years, a work he’d titled In Quest of the Eternal Sunshine. It was the same manuscript he’d asked me to edit decades ago, during a hectic era when I was caring for two young children and a fast-growing business. I’d worked on the manuscript for a few days, but it had required more time than I could possibly devote, so I’d set it aside—temporarily, I thought at the time. In the intervening years, however, I’d completely forgotten it existed.


Now, I was riveted. I had a deep yearning to understand my father and uncover his secrets.


Night after night, I sat at my dining room table, tears streaming down my face as I soaked in my father’s words. I learned so many things about him that I’d never known before. His writings were honest and intimate. While my father had always appeared calm and mild-mannered in person, on the page he expressed himself boldly and passionately.


What shocked me the most was the intensity of the pain that had suffocated my dad for much of his life: feeling unworthy, in despair, afraid of both living and dying. Following the Holocaust, the universe felt hostile to him, human existence pointless.


For forty-five years, Mendek was mired in feelings of hopelessness and fear—until, one day, he made a declaration of war against a life he found wanting. Refusing to waste his remaining years estranged from himself and the world at large, my father embarked upon an extraordinary odyssey, both in the real world and inside his own mind. He found the courage to face his past and question his belief system. And in doing so, he discovered that the cold, indifferent universe he had lived in for so long was nothing more than his own projection, and that he had the power to change it.


Mesmerized by my father’s words and wisdom, I wanted to share his healing journey with a wider audience. But because my father’s writing was primarily motivated by his desire to communicate his philosophy, he’d skipped over full decades of his life, leaving me with more questions than answers. I barely knew anything about his past, not even how many siblings he’d had. So much of his history was the history of the Holocaust, and he’d always preferred to avoid that subject.


I spent years researching and writing the missing parts of my father’s story, as well as countless hours sorting through, editing, and reorganizing the existing content. While many of these chapters were written by Mendek from start to finish and my only job was editing, I created most of them like a patchwork quilt—carefully sewing together small pieces of copy and information gathered from many diverse sources to form a cohesive whole.


To tell my father’s story from his perspective in his voice, I had to look at the world through his eyes—emotionally, spiritually, and intellectually—which meant always holding him close. When I felt his energy land on the page, I knew what I had written was on target.


Turning my father’s life story and writings into this book has been a new chapter in our father–daughter relationship, another chance to work together to create something wonderful that neither of us could have accomplished on our own.
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When I began my research and needed to learn about my father’s early life, my aunt Bronia became my guide. As the only other immediate family member to have survived the war, Bronia was the sole person who could tell me about the grandparents I’d never known and the aunts, uncles, and cousins I would never meet. Thanks to Bronia, I was able to piece together parts of my father’s story that he had never shared with me or anyone else.


Much of the new content for this book came from audio and video interviews with my dad that my sister had the foresight to record, interviews my kids conducted with him for school projects when they were young, and interviews I conducted with my mother, sister, family members, and old friends. I also used information gathered from letters our extended family had saved, documents I obtained from the International Tracing Service in Germany, and online research in both the United States and Poland.


Over the years, more and more of my dad’s writings would magically appear on my desk or on a shelf that I was sure I had searched before. At times it felt as though he was guiding the process from the other side.


Initially, I thought I was doing my father a favor by fulfilling his wish to share his philosophy with the world. It turned out that he was the one sharing gifts with me. As if reaching out his hand from another dimension to grasp mine, my father is patiently taking me on a transformative journey that’s helping me learn how to give up suffering and live a truly joyous life.


Before, I couldn’t reconcile my good life with the annihilation of my family, or the torture and humiliation they’d experienced during the Holocaust. The war still lived inside me, as if I had a taproot connecting me to a horror so big I could neither bear to look at it nor ever break free. Following my father’s footsteps, I am finally learning how to find peace.


This book also compelled me to reach out to my Orthodox Jewish relatives, the majority of whom I’d never even known existed. Now I have a large and wonderful network of extended family, as well as a rich history that predates the unimaginable cruelty and destruction my predecessors experienced during World War II.
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My father’s deepest intention was to turn away from darkness and toward the light—to constantly embrace all that is beautiful. He refused to let the enormous trauma of his early life define him or limit his peace and joy in any way. Despite the unfathomable atrocities he was forced to endure, Mendek found his way back to love.


It was my father’s greatest hope that his story would inspire others to embark on their own healing journeys. His roadmap to happiness has become an essential part of my own. It is my greatest honor to share it with you.


—Myra Goodman, 2019





MENDEK’S PROLOGUE
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As children in Poland, we were told that just before we were born, our guardian angels snapped their fingers under our noses so that we would forget everything we had ever known. This is how we forgot about love. The reason for our being here on earth is to rediscover love all over again.


The journey of my life has been one of coming home to love. Throughout the many decades I was striving to understand the human condition and live a happier life, deep down what I really wanted was to reconnect with a different reality deep inside me—a reality whose foundation was love.


I searched for love as someone else might search for buried treasure, with everything I had in me, every day of my life. And I was surely rewarded. Love has transformed my inner landscape, so that now I have only to look within myself to find satisfaction and the source of all that is good in life. My inner splendor dazzles me.


But it wasn’t always this way. For a substantial part of my life, I was unable to find relief from my mental and emotional suffering. I desperately wanted to be happy, but happiness seemed forever out of my reach.


I meekly accepted this painful existence as my fate until I reached middle age, when it seemed as if an alarm clock had suddenly gone off in the recesses of my mind. Something inside of me could no longer accept the status quo. I knew that my life was not what it could or should be, and that something needed to change. I began to revolt against my unacceptable state of existence. I had to find liberation.


I never suspected that lurking in the deepest part of my inner being were my unwanted, feared and forgotten memories—the bottled-up pain and frustration of my entire lifetime, as well as my ancient past. Entering my own psyche felt like penetrating enemy territory. An unyielding jungle of despair and heartbreak was waiting for me. Yet I sensed that I would never be able to find a purpose for life here on earth without looking deep within, so I persevered.


Giving up suffering was the most arduous undertaking of my life. I had no idea what I was up against. Eventually, I discovered that my thoughts—treasured possessions I erroneously interpreted as reality—were at the root of my anguish. I was trapped in my suffering because my instinct for self-preservation extended beyond my physical body and included my state of mind.


It is very difficult when the mind that is trying to solve the problem is the very same mind that created it. My ingrained patterns of thoughts, beliefs, and emotions had a life of their own, and they didn’t give way easily. Good or bad, welcome or not, my thoughts came and went without rest. To stop being their helpless victim, I began to explore the uncharted territory of my mind and heart. Before long, this search became my greatest passion.


I did not consciously choose my journey. What was within me simply exerted a pull I could not resist. Some people have the need to climb mountains, others to explore outer space. I turned inward because all other doors were closed to me. I was never sure of my destination until I discovered the power of love.


This is the story of how I was able to break free from the psychological prison I’d lived in since I was a child in a little town in Poland. This is the story of my quest for eternal sunshine.





PART I:


The World I Came From
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CHAPTER 1: JAWORZNO
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“I believed wholeheartedly that the Messiah would come one day and gather up his children, restoring us to the glory of yesterday. I was waiting expectantly.”


I come from a little town in Poland called Jaworzno, which was made up of two very different cultures given to mutual misunderstanding and distrust. Deeply immersed in our religion and way of life, we Jews were the minority. We stood apart from the Christian population not just in our belief system and world outlook, but also in the way we dressed, our language, and our history.


The Poles viewed us as intruders with alien customs, and they treated us with suspicion and contempt. I felt this animosity strongly as a child, and it caused me much grief. It wasn’t uncommon for Polish children to scream insults and throw rocks at me on my way to school.


Jaworzno was a coal-mining town, and you could find coal under the earth anywhere you dug. Most of the Jews in Jaworzno were merchants, while most of the Christians worked in one of the five coal mines near town. Mining was hard and dangerous. Mortality rates were high, and every few months, someone was killed.


My family lived right in the middle of the market square, so the long funeral processions always passed by our home on their way to the church. Thousands of mourners dressed in black, accompanied by martial music, followed coffins drawn by horse and buggy.


Jaworzno was a somber place.
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The pillar of Jewish religion and culture is the Talmud—the written doctrines and laws that Jews revere the most. Our prayers and dietary laws were all prescribed by the Talmud’s rules and customs. This defined my life as a boy. We turned to the Talmud for guidance, wisdom, inspiration, and jurisprudence.


Anyone who was diligent in his learning and well-versed in the study of the Talmud was looked upon with respect, approval, even envy. Becoming a Talmudic scholar was the greatest accomplishment to which a Jewish man could aspire. Those who excelled in wisdom and knowledge occupied places of honor in the synagogue and were considered a blessing to the community.


Preserving our ancient Jewish culture, which we considered divinely dictated, forced us to be an almost self-contained entity. We held on to our unique way of life and were contemptuous of the world around us. This was how we had survived two thousand years of diaspora as a race, culture, and religion. I felt it was only right that God had picked the Jews as his “chosen people,” and I was proud of it. I felt superior—better than the gentiles.


The idea of an all-knowing God in heaven who watched over us and guided our destiny was deeply ingrained in my mind. I believed wholeheartedly that the Messiah would come one day and gather up his children, restoring us to the glory of yesterday. I was waiting expectantly. I thought this great miracle would come about soon—that in short order, the dead would rise from their long slumber and triumphantly return home to Jerusalem, the gathering place for all the nations of the world, and anyone who deviated from our religion would be punished. That was why hell was created.


Twice a day—at the break of dawn, and in evening before sunset—all the Jewish men of Jaworzno went to the synagogue to pray. Often, they had to brave bitter cold, snow, and ice to perform their daily rituals. Upon arriving at the synagogue, they sat in their regular places without uttering a word and engrossed themselves in study.


During the long winter nights, after evening prayers were over, the men would stay at the synagogue, our only place for diversion or amusement. We clustered around a tall iron stove, and I, as one of the boys, helped feed the fires. Religion, politics, and philosophy were hotly debated. I learned almost everything I knew from these discussions at the synagogue—from local gossip to international news. I was always extremely curious and listened intently to every word.


On Saturday and during Jewish holidays, every Jewish person in town, from youngest to oldest, was in one of the town’s many synagogues, the men and women in different rooms. Not a soul could be found at home.
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I was born to Israel and Ida Rubin on September 24, 1924, the second oldest of six children, and the first boy. I had an older sister, Mila, and after me came my brother, Tulek, and then three more sisters: Bronia, Rutka, and Macia.


Jaworzno was my mother’s hometown. Her father, Elias Mandelbaum, had sixteen children, but four died in infancy and one died after being kicked by a horse. His four eldest sons eventually settled in other cities, but all five of his daughters and his two youngest sons lived in Jaworzno.


My grandfather Elias was so well off that his substantial holdings were referred to as “The Kingdom of Elias.” He had vineyards and was a big producer and supplier of both kosher wine and slivovitz—a type of brandy made from plums. All the Orthodox Jews who lived in the Austro-Hungarian Empire bought wine from him. His products were sold as far away as America.


My grandfather had one of the few phones in town. His phone number was 9. Even though he was an Orthodox Jew who lived in an anti-Semitic country, he was elected to the city council and eventually became the town’s assessor.


Elias was known far and wide for his charity; it wasn’t unusual for him to have forty people around his Sabbath table, many of them beggars and people in need. His wealth, charitable giving, and the substantial dowries he provided for his daughters attracted Talmudic scholars from many different countries in Europe as sons-in-law. My father was one of these scholars.


Elias owned a big building that spanned two blocks right in Jaworzno’s market square. My family, as well as the families of two of my aunts and one of my uncles, lived in this building. Our homes were separate, but doors connected them on the inside. We all shared a big courtyard where my cousins and I loved to play.


My family’s home was comprised of three rooms: a kitchen; my parents’ bedroom, which was very large; and a combined dining and living room, which had two beds, a couch, a folding bed, and the table where we ate our meals. My youngest siblings often slept with our parents in their bedroom. Before the war started, we had a maid who slept in the kitchen. The house had running water and electricity, but the two bathrooms were outside and we shared them with my aunts, uncles, and cousins.


Elias provided each of his children in Jaworzno with a place to live and a storefront. Below our home, on the ground floor, were several family stores, including my father’s hardware store. My Aunt Surele and her husband had a tile store, my Aunt Ester Malka had a fabric store, and my uncles Wolf and Shulem had a liquor store, which was also a bar. Jews in our town didn’t go to bars to drink, but it was frequented by many of the town’s gentiles.


Elias’s two oldest daughters shared a two-family house just beyond the church, a couple of blocks from the market square. There, my aunt Brancia and her husband Israel had a wine store, while my aunt Bruncia and her husband Yossele had a popular store that sold many sought-after items, including radios, lamps, bicycles, sewing machines, and cameras.


In addition to being wealthy, Elias was extremely religious. He was the only man in our town with his own synagogue. It was a simple structure he had built in our big courtyard, about the size of one large room. As soon as I could walk, I went there with my father twice a day for morning and evening prayers.


During the Sukkot holiday, Jews aren’t allowed to eat under a roof because when our people fled Egypt, they wandered in the desert without homes for forty years. In a section of the top floor of his big house, Elias built a roof that opened to the sky just for this occasion. Half of the roof slid over to cover the other half, creating an opening we decorated with branches to make the roof of our succah.


This adjustable roof was very exciting to me. During other times of the year, when nobody was looking, I’d sneak upstairs and move the whole thing to the side. I would have been in big trouble if I’d ever been discovered.


My grandfather also made a part of his top floor an apartment reserved only for Passover. The rest of the year, it lay idle. Sometimes I would sneak into this special Passover apartment because it had access to a steep part of the building’s roof that I loved to walk on. I had to be careful not to be seen, but it was worth the effort. Up high on that roof, I felt free.





CHAPTER 2: HONOR THY FATHER
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“I don’t recall ever having a real conversation with my father, but what was not said spoke the loudest.”


My father, Israel Rubin, was one of the most well-respected men in Jaworzno. He grew up in Vienna and came from a distinguished line of rabbis and scholars. Studying Torah was in his blood and he could recite it by heart. Through his mother, his lineage traced back to Rabbi Moses Isserles, who lived in the sixteenth century and was one of the most important rabbis in all of Eastern European Jewish history.


My father’s mother also had three brothers who were among the most illustrious rabbis in all of Poland. Although their last name was Weidenfeld, they were individually known by the names of the towns where they officiated: The Tshebiner Rav, the Dombrover Rav, and the Rimalover Rav. Once, one of my great-uncles came to visit Jaworzno and it was a huge event for our whole community. Every Jew in town came to see him.


I was named after my paternal grandfather, Yaakov Mendel, a highly esteemed rabbi known as the Toyster Rav—the Rabbi of Toyste. He died young, leaving my father to grow up in poverty with his widowed mother. I grew up hearing stories about his greatness.


Although he never went to school and Polish wasn’t his first language, my father was self-educated and extremely talented. People in our town who could not read or write came to him to compose letters on their behalf to family, sweethearts, or the authorities.


Nothing would have pleased my father more than to be blessed with a son who excelled in the study of the Talmud and could measure up to his namesake. By the age of five, I was already attending cheder full time—the place Jewish boys go to study Hebrew and religion. At seven, I had to go to public school as well, where learning was by rote and the teachers were both dull and harsh. My time was divided between these two schools, leaving me stuck in a classroom from morning until night. I was bored to death.


We spoke Yiddish at home, but my public school classes were taught in Polish. I was self-conscious and couldn’t express myself as well as the others at school. There were few Jews, and sometimes I was the only one in the schoolroom. I always felt like a second-class citizen.


Public school was held six days a week, but I missed every Saturday because of Shabbat, which put me even further behind. If I wanted to know what happened when I wasn’t there, I had to ask a Christian boy, which I hated to do. They treated me with contempt, calling me names like “Dirty Jew” or “Christ killer.” The teachers didn’t view this as unacceptable behavior. They usually punished the Jewish children more frequently and more harshly.


School was torture for me. Nobody realized that I had dyslexia, which made it very difficult for me to follow along. My mind wandered off in all directions and I had trouble concentrating—except in mathematics, where I was always number one. Every time a question was asked, my hand was up instantaneously, but I failed every other subject miserably. I flunked sixth grade and was unable to finish public school.


Even more traumatic was my poor performance in cheder, because that was much more upsetting to my father. It was a generally accepted practice that every Saturday after lunch, all the Jewish fathers would review the previous week’s studies with their children. I’d be in a state of tension for days beforehand because I knew I was doing badly. I felt like a disgrace and lived in fear of my father’s wrath.


Once, when my father couldn’t bear my inadequacies any longer, he lost his temper and went berserk. He beat me for a long time while I lay on the floor. I hated him after that, and my anger and rage made me fear him even more.


Eventually, I learned to run out of the house before the Saturday meal was finished. I knew if I stayed to show my father how poorly I’d performed, he would hit me, but if I ran away, he never punished me. It never occurred to me until much later that he might have felt relieved that he didn’t have to.


I don’t recall ever having a real conversation with my father, but what was not said spoke the loudest. I perceived him as an intruder in my life, someone out to rob me of my happiness and wellbeing. Our interactions were rooted in anger, hurt, and resentment. I both scorned and feared my father. Mostly, I wanted to avoid him.


I worried that God would not be pleased with my attitude and feared his wrath. I had committed a sin by violating one of the Ten Commandments: “Honor thy father and thy mother.” The threat of Judgment Day felt like a permanent shackle around my neck; I was unable to break free. The prayers I recited daily in the synagogue—“Thou shall love thy God with all thy mind, with all thy heart, with all thy soul”—added insult to injury. How could I love and trust a vengeful, punishing God?

OEBPS/images/com.jpg





OEBPS/images/fi-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/com-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781631528798.jpg
QT

- O

Q

- TERNAL
SUNSHM E

A HOLOCAUST SURVIVOR’S JOURNEY

FROM DARKNESS TO LIGHT

MENDEK RUBIN & MYRA GOODMAN






OEBPS/images/com-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
QUEST
FOR
ETERNAL
SUNSHINE

A HOLOCAUST SURVIVOR'S JOURNEY
FROM DARKNESS TO LIGHT

MENDEK RUBIN & MYRA GOODMAN

[swp]

SHE WRITES PRESS





