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It was Friday evening, the 28th of March 1969. And as they had done for over one 

hundred years, the Jews of Tyler, Texas had once again come together to light the candles of 

Shabbat.1 This spring evening, however, was different. Because on this night a torah scroll, 

lovingly recovered from war-torn Czechoslovakia, would be welcomed into their 

community. Though auspicious, the scroll itself was physically unremarkable: a pair of 

plain 40 inch wooden rollers, wound with animal parchment, lettered in traditional black 

square Ashkenazi script, held together with sinew and glue. Roughly 120 years old, the 

scroll was housed that night in the ark of Congregation Beth El. Harvey Wessel, Beth El’s 

third serving rabbi since 1887, described the Wolf Holocaust Scroll as “a newcomer from a 

foreign land, seeking refuge and a permanent new home in Tyler.”2 Paid for by the Wolf 

family as a gift to the congregation, the scroll was welcomed in what Wessel dubbed a 

“fitting” ceremony.3 It came quietly. It was not announced by either the local paper or by 

any media outlet outside of the Tyler Jewish community.4 But it drew a crowd that night, 

eliciting “much interest” and bringing together “a good congregation.” 5 

Before arriving in East Texas, the Scroll had been known only as Scroll No. 990. It 

originally belonged to the Jewish community of Roudnice nad Labem in Bohemian 

Czechoslovakia. After the German army and their Czech sympathizers destroyed that 

community, Roudnice’s torah scrolls and other collectible artifacts had been sent to 

neighboring Prague. There, the scroll sat untouched for nearly two decades. It then made 

its way to Westminster Synagogue in London before finally arriving in Texas, where it has 

been these last 47 years. 
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ROUDNICE on the ELBA, AUSTRO-HUNGARIAN EMPIRE 

The history of the Wolf Holocaust Scroll begins in the mid-16th century in the small 

Bohemian town of Roudnice, today a part of the Czech Republic. After five centuries of 

invading armies, forced conversions, extortion, and pogroms, the Jews of Bohemia had 

congregated into the relative safety of two distinct regions.6 About half of all Bohemian 

Jews settled in the capital city of Prague. The other half chose the shtetl life of four country 

towns: Kolin, Roudnice, Bumsla, and Nachod.7 These four towns were collectively known 

by the acronym KRBN, or as Yiddish speakers at the time called it, the Karban.8 The earliest 

written attestation of Jews living in Roudnice comes from 1541, when a local scribe took 

note of a pogrom. Very little is known about this earliest Jewish Quarter apart from that it 

had a cemetery, a synagogue, and about a dozen families. All of this was then either moved 

or razed to make room for a monastery in 1614. The second Jewish Quarter was 

established on the western side of town. Over the next hundred years, the Jewish 

population swelled to 50 families, with a new cemetery and a new synagogue.9 Yet, this 

synagogue was also eventually razed in 1851 to make room for a railway. Thus, the third 

and last synagogue in Roudnice was built in 1853 — a Romanesque building, in the style of 

the town’s castle, constructed partly on the remains of the second synagogue.10 It is from 

this same time that the Wolf Holocaust Scroll originates. It is therefore plausible that the 

building of the new synagogue was the impetus for the creation of the Wolf Holocaust 

Scroll. Regardless of its origin, it is certain that the Scroll served the Jews of Roudnice for 

the next 90 years. The high point of its use would have been around 1880, when 523 Jews 

called Roudnice home.11 By 1910, that number had fallen to 320, but it was still a robust 

community.12 
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Take the example of Kurt Epstein. Epstein’s father had owned a tannery and was a 

financially successful “pillar of the community.”13 Throughout the 1910s, Kurt Epstein grew 

up in a rococo-style three–story home, with “cooks, maids, and frescoed ceilings.”14 In 

1924, Epstein joined the Czech Army and eventually became an officer. In 1928, he 

represented his country in water polo at the Olympics and did so again at the Berlin 

Olympics in 1936.15 By that time, however, Roudnice and the rest of Europe were in a very 

different political situation. When Epstein went to Berlin, less than half as many Jews lived 

in Roudnice as when he was a boy.16 Kurt knew all about antisemitism. He had grown up 

with local kids belittling his Jewish heritage and throwing rocks at him as he spent time 

outside the Jewish Quarter, swimming in the Elba.17 Still, the 1930s were different. By then 

there had been talk of boycotting the Berlin games altogether.18 Back home, Epstein knew 

that many Jews were leaving Roudnice for Palestine. But his family stayed. Kurt’s brother, 

Bruno, was mentally challenged and therefore ineligible to immigrate.19 So Kurt, Bruno, 

and their mother Helena made the difficult decision to remain in Roudnice and face 

whatever came next. 

In March of 1939, Prague, the Karban, and the rest of Bohemia came under the 

direct control of the German Reich. The following year, the Gestapo began using the 

Bohemian fortress at Terezin as a political prison. Then, in May 1942, martial law was 

declared throughout Bohemia.20 This meant that Jews and other undesirables could be 

arrested without cause or trial. The few Jews remaining in Roudnice, like the Epstein 

family, were soon rounded up and sent to Terezin for processing. Though not an 

extermination camp, 33,000 Jews died at Terezin due to the harsh treatment they 

received.21 Another 88,000 Jews were eventually sent on from Terezin to extermination 
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camps.22 Kurt Epstein was sent to Auschwitz, and although he survived, he lost his entire 

family to the Holocaust.23 The Jewish Quarter of Roudnice was thus liquidated, and its 

synagogue destroyed. The seized objects from the synagogue and neighboring Jewish 

homes were then collected and sent to the Jewish Museum in Prague. Among these objects 

was the torah that is today known as the Wolf Holocaust Scroll. 

PRAGUE, CZECHOSLOVAKIA 

Established in 1906, the museum under Nazi occupation became known as the 

Central Jewish Museum.24 After “lengthy negotiations” with the Nazis, the museum 

leadership obtained permission to preserve the Jewish ritual objects from the area.25 

Because of their diligence, the Museum became “a safe haven” for such objects until the end 

of the war.26 In May 1945, the Museum and its holdings came under the immediate 

administration of the Jewish Religious Communities Council. The Council attempted to 

return as many objects as they could, but with many communities like Roudnice utterly 

destroyed, the best choice left to them was to keep and preserve the artifacts. In 1948, 

when Czechoslovakia came under Communist rule, the Museum’s collection became the 

collective property of the state. Reorganized as the State Jewish Museum, rescued 

Holocaust artifacts like the Wolf Holocaust Scroll from Roudnice sat in storage, rolled up, 

and unused. 

The State Museum had by that time nearly 2,000 torah scrolls, with no clear plan of 

what to do with them. While they successfully archived many of their rescued artifacts, 

their massive stockpile of scrolls were left to deteriorate in the damp, empty ruins of 

Michle Synagogue, which the Communists used as a warehouse.27 The State Museum first 

attempted to sell the scrolls to the state of Israel, but negotiations with the new country 
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failed.28 The Czech government then looked to the West for a caretaker but had concerns 

that a Western capitalist might exploit the situation and obscenely attempt to resell the 

scrolls for a profit.29  

This all changed when an American art dealer named Eric Estorick visited a 

government–owned bookshop in Prague. Estorick was already known to the Czech 

government as a reliable Western cultural partner, with experience showcasing artwork 

from Prague in London.30 At the bookshop, Estorick asked about obtaining local Bohemian 

Judaica. The Czech authorities then became involved and took Estorick to Michle 

Synagogue to show him the torah scrolls.31 He was taken aback by the enormity of the 

stockpile and agreed to help facilitate an exchange.32 Back in London, Estorick called upon 

a fellow American, Rabbi Dr. Harold Reinhart of Westminster Synagogue. Reinhart quickly 

found a benefactor among his congregation, Ralph Yablon, who agreed to finance the entire 

enterprise.33 In November 1963, Reinhart sent Dr. Chimen Abramsky of the University of 

London to oversee the handling, packing, and shipping of the scrolls from Prague to 

London.34 Estorick also returned to Prague to help negotiate the deal. Then, on February 7, 

1964, the largest shipment of torah scrolls in history travelled from behind the Iron Curtain 

in Prague to the safety of London, England.35 In total, 1,564 torah scrolls were purchased 

and brought to England.36  

Rabbi Reinhart filled three rooms with custom–built shelves with a labeled space for 

each incoming torah scroll.37 To care for and restore the scrolls, the Memorial Scrolls Trust 

was formed — a committee of rabbis, scholars, and experts who oversee the collection to 

this day. The committee chose scrolls that would be preserved, due to their historic 

significance, and placed in museums. Other scrolls, the committee placed in what is now the 
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internationally recognized Czech Memorial Scrolls Museum as a permanent memorial.38 

The vast majority of scrolls, it was determined, would be restored and sent back out into 

circulation — to be used as ritual objects by the Jewish people once more.39 

LONDON, ENGLAND 

The following year, in the summer of 1965, Rabbi Harvey Wessel traveled from 

Tyler, Texas to London for the biennial convention of the World Union for Progressive 

Judaism. There he met Rabbi Dr. Reinhart, who gave Wessel and his wife a walking tour of 

the city. It was during this visit that Reinhart gave Wessel a pamphlet advertising the 

Memorial Scrolls Trust, which had only recently begun distributing their scrolls.40 On 

August 10, 1968, three years after his London trip, Wessel wrote Reinhart to “inquire about 

the means of obtaining one or more of [his] Sifre Torah.”41 This interest came despite 

ongoing financial hardships at Beth El. There had even been talk of amalgamating Beth El’s 

Reform congregation with Tyler’s longstanding Conservative congregation, Ahavath Achim. 

Still, the thought of bringing a torah scroll rescued from the Holocaust to East Texas was 

exciting. In fact, Beth El already had a financier in mind: Bernard Wolf, a successful 

businessman and president of the Tyler Jewish Federation. 

Rabbi Reinhart replied from London that his committee’s policy was to “give a scroll 

to any congregation that requires it.”42 The phrasing he used was that the scroll would be 

given “on permanent loan,” and he further explained that this was legally “identical with 

ownership” as long as the community exists.43 If it were to happen that a scroll was abused, 

Reinhart clarified, the Memorial Scrolls Trust retained the right to reclaim it. Additionally, if 

the community were to close, “the scroll would be returned” rather than “sold or given 

away by the community to whom it had been loaned.”44 He then asked for a contribution of 
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not less than £125 — or “as much as the congregation feels able to provide” to offset the 

expenses of inspection, repair, restoration, and storage provided by the scribes in 

Westminster’s employ.45 Four months later, on December 26th, Rabbi Wessel wrote that 

Beth El was willing to donate $350. The Memorial Scrolls Trust evaluates the value of a 

“kosher scroll with such a provenance” at “well in excess of $50,000 today.”46 Wessel gave 

specific instructions as to the size of the torah scroll he desired: one that would match the 

larger of the two scrolls already in Beth El’s ark, with precise measurements for the desired 

rollers, parchment, handles, and overall size.47 Tragically, the scroll’s benefactor, Bernard 

Wolf, died in a plane crash just two weeks before Wessel’s December letter.48 Bernard’s 

father, Jake Wolf, served as temple president in the 1940s, and his roots in East Texas ran 

deeper still. The scroll was to be a legacy of his family. Now, it would be a memorial gift of 

his wife, Lindsey Wolf, to the congregation. 

When a full month passed with no word from London, Rabbi Wessel renewed his 

inquiry and restated the exactness of his requested scroll.49 The following week in London, 

a torah scribe delivered a “completely checked and fully kosher” scroll to Reinhart’s 

office.50 It was labeled Scroll No. 990. Reinhart wrote Wessel immediately, promising, “It is 

a most excellent scroll and should meet your requirements precisely.”51 Wessel responded, 

“Scroll Number 990 does indeed sound fit and acceptable to us in all respects.”52 He went 

on to say that the congregation is “eager for delivery and welcome to our permanent guest 

from abroad.”53 A form letter from the Memorial Scrolls Trust in March informed Wessel 

that Scroll No. 990 had been picked up a few days prior and should arrive “very soon.”54 

The letter went on to explain that Scroll No. 990 “comes from the town of Roudnice n.L. 

(Raudnitz a.E.) and was written towards the middle of the 19th century.”55 This brief 
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description was followed simply with the line, “This is all the information we have.”56 This 

was the last correspondence from Rabbi Dr. Reinhart’s office, who died five months later.57  

TYLER, TEXAS 

Scroll No. 990 — quite possibly the first Holocaust scroll in Texas — arrived in 

Dallas on March 16, 1969. It was delayed in customs for twelve days. In his final letter to 

the Memorial Scrolls Trust, Rabbi Wessel admits, “in some desperation, I finally obtained 

the Scroll on the morning of our service.”58 A year after the Wolf Holocaust Scroll arrived 

Wessel retired from the rabbinate, ending his 31-year position. He died in 1983 a close 

friend of the congregation. In 1970, Rabbi Jeff Ballon succeeded Wessel for five years before 

Rabbi Gene Levy took the position.59 Rabbi Levy served the congregation from 1975 to 

1987 and now serves as Rabbi Emeritus of Beth El. Unfortunately, a recent correspondence 

with Rabbi Levy produced no new information regarding the Scroll.60 Additionally, the few 

remaining Beth El congregants from 1969 could not recall the night the Wolf Holocaust 

Scroll arrived or any other particular details of its reception or history. 

So when Rabbi Neal Katz arrived to Beth El in 2003, the congregation and Lindsey 

Wolf’s sons, Sam and Stephen, shared with him the little knowledge they had of the Wolf 

Holocaust Scroll. Rabbi Katz found the Scroll set to the Holiness Code, Leviticus 17-26. “The 

scroll is fully usable today,” Katz says; “I just don't like to move it too much. I want to avoid 

damaging it.”61 Given its age and status as a Holocaust artifact, Rabbi Katz tries to strike a 

balance between preserving its history while honoring it and the Jews of Roudnice by 

continuing to use it as a functioning Torah. “Every time we open the ark, we are reminded 

that we are caretakers of an important heritage. Not only of the scrolls we have, but of the 

Holocaust Scroll in particular. It bears a unique history and a powerful message.”62 To 
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strike a practical balance, Katz limits his reading of the Scroll to the Holiness Code. This 

passage contains the famous dictum, "Love your neighbor as yourself,” which Rabbi Katz 

says he finds “very fitting.”63 In addition to its annual use for reading the Holiness Code 

passages, Katz also uses the Scroll on Yom Kippur — the most sacred day of the Jewish 

calendar and the most attended service at Beth El. On this day he reads from Leviticus 18: 

“You shall keep my statutes and my ordinances; by doing so one shall live.”64 

Rabbi Katz finds the Wolf Holocaust Scroll most frequently used as a conversation 

starter about the Holocaust. “I use it for Holocaust commemoration programs. I even took it 

to a local news station when they did a Yom HaShoah presentation,” Katz explains.65 

Additionally, when groups of visitors come to the temple, Rabbi Katz generally presents an 

informal after–service talk. This talk always includes the Wolf Holocaust Scroll. “I showcase 

the Scroll whenever a visiting group comes to the temple to learn about Judaism.”66 In this 

way, for Rabbi Neal Katz, the Scroll has pedagogical value, historical value, and spiritual 

value all the same. 

For other congregants at Beth El, the Wolf Holocaust Scroll bears out even further 

meaning. Dr. Stephanie Seawright fondly remembers her own son carrying the over 160 

year-old Scroll around the sanctuary and reading from it for his 2007 Bar Mitzvah. “When 

Rabbi Katz told me Matt’s Torah portion happened to fall where the Holocaust scroll is set 

— that sent chills down my spine,” she said.67 “It is amazing. Amazing because it survived 

the most horrible event in Jewish history and is here in our temple to be shared with 

people like my son to remember, to be part of, and to carry on.”68 

Some congregants spoke of their personal connection to the Holocaust when asked 

about the Scroll. Evelyn Muntz, past president and matriarch with multigenerational ties to 
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Beth El, thinks on the Scroll as a reminder of what she personally has lost. “It means a great 

deal to me to have a Holocaust scroll at my temple. I have relatives who died in 

concentration camps during the war, and this is a reminder that we must never forget what 

our relatives went through in those times.”69 She also underscores the value of the work of 

the Memorial Scrolls Trust. “As the remaining survivors are leaving us, it seems more and 

more urgent to have some precious souvenir of those times; and the scrolls serve that 

important purpose.”70 Dr. Josh Banta, the current president of Beth El, is reminded by the 

Scroll of the 1995 trip he took to Poland and the Czech Republic, in honor of the family he 

lost to the Holocaust. “We visited the sites of former Jewish communities in there — towns 

that used to have a high proportion of Jews.”71 Dr. Banta explains that there were stories of 

Jews “here and there, but usually there was not a lot left to see, except for some ghostly 

traces they left behind.”72 So for Dr. Banta, “to have a tangible artifact from one of those 

communities at our own temple is priceless.”73  

Other congregants spoke of their sense of shared history. “I'm quite honestly 

overwhelmed and humbled,” said Pam Lisner.74 Both she and her husband Tracy served as 

temple presidents and now head a five-generation Lisner legacy at Beth El. “We can read 

from a scroll that Jews before us not only treasured but for which they gave their lives,” she 

adds.75 “I will continue to guard it to the best of my ability.”76 Dennis Darryl, Evelyn Muntz’ 

nephew by marriage and himself a former president, also sees value in the scroll as a piece 

of history. He feels “extremely humbled” to have the scroll at Beth El and hopes his 

community will be “good stewards” who will pass the Scroll on to future generations.77 

For Margie Victor, past president of Hadassah and former Beth El board member, 

the Scroll represents a living memorial to the murdered Jews of Roudnice. “Every time we 
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use it, we are remembering those to whom it once belonged.”78 Equally for Mrs. Victor, it 

represents a great triumph. “We are defying Hitler. We are helping to keep the memory of 

the people of Roudnice alive. We will never forget what they went through and how they 

suffered.”79 

In the time since the Wolf Holocaust Scroll came to Tyler in 1969, two other torah 

scrolls from Roudnice have made their way to the safekeeping of American congregations. 

The Conservative congregation of Beth Am in San Diego received one in 1985, and the 

Reform congregation of Beth Am in Morton Grove, Illinois received theirs in 2001.80 Rabbi 

Katz explains, “The reason these scrolls are still in the Jewish community is because of the 

invaluable work of the Memorial Scrolls Trust. I’m proud of the work Rabbi Wessel and the 

Wolf family put in to bringing our Holocaust Scroll to Beth El.”81 Today, the Memorial 

Scrolls Trust describes each scroll it sends out into the Jewish world as “a messenger from 

a community that was lost, but does not deserve to be forgotten.”82 

For Congregation Beth El, the over 160 year-old Wolf Holocaust Scroll is set apart 

from their other three torah scrolls, yet it has been an integral part of this community for 

47 years. It is read on Yom Kippur and carried by B’nei Mitzvot upon entering Jewish life. It 

is showcased to eager visitors, and protected from overuse. It stays open at the injunction 

to “Love your neighbor as yourself,” while it closes the doors of history to those who would 

destroy the Jewish people.83 It is a loving memorial to the Jews of Roudnice, like Max, 

Helena, and their son Bruno, who lost their lives in the Holocaust, and it is a memorial to 

the survivors of that destroyed community, like Kurt Epstein, who married, moved to New 

York, and had three children of his own. And for the Reform Jewish community of 
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Congregation Beth El, as the calligraphy across the ark that contains it states, the Wolf 

Holocaust Scroll has been and remains “a tree of life.”84 
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