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Northridge youths help touch up a centuries-old Torah
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A detail of the 300-year-old Torah scroll that was found 30-40 years ago in Czechoslovakia. It was part of a collection of artifacts that was hidden during WWII around the time the Germans invaded, and then later discovered in a warehouse in the 1960s and has been at the Temple Ahavat Shalom in Northridge. Now they hope to restore it so they can actually use it as a working Torah in services. (David Crane/Staff Photographer)



Rabbi Barry Lutz, left, and Rabbi Moshe Druin from Miami at Temple Ahavat Shalom in Northridge with a 300-year-old Torah scroll that was found 30-40 years ago in Czechoslovakia. It was part of a collection of artifacts that was hidden during WWII around the time the Germans invaded, and then later discovered in a warehouse in the 1960s. Now they hope to restore it so they can actually use it as a working Torah in services. (David Crane/Staff Photographer)

NORTHRIDGE - In the middle of the 17th century, a Jewish scribe in Kolin, Czechoslovakia, sat down at a table with a feather quill and a bottle of special ink and spent a year writing the "Five Books of Moses" on the skin of a kosher animal.

Not long afterward, in 1696, Viennese financier Samuel Oppenheim commissioned the building of a holy ark to house the Torah.

Fast forward several centuries. Whether it's kismet or coincidence, the rare scroll not only survived the burnings of Torahs during the Holocaust, but mysteriously made its way to one of Oppenheim's relatives at Temple Ahavat Shalom in Northridge.

"I think it's an unbelievable piece of synchronicity," said Rabbi Barry Lutz, whose wife, Debbie Cohen Lutz, is a distant cousin of Oppenheim. "You know, sometimes there are things that happen where you just kind of go, `Wow, that's just unbelievable - is it God working in strange ways or just a remarkable set of coincidences that lead to this?"'

On Sunday morning, hundreds of parents and children gathered at the 550-family member temple to celebrate the beginning of a yearlong journey to restore the Holocaust Torah, which is in a state of disrepair.

As part of its restoration, the children at the synagogue will get a chance - with the guiding hand of Rabbi Moshe Druin, an official Torah scribe, to take quill in hand and restore the faded letters.

"I think that's really cool," said Elias Rubin, 15, of Valley Village.

"It's amazing that they are letting kids do it - I mean it's with the help of the sofer - but it's still really awesome."

Druin, owner of the scroll-restoration company Sofer Onsite in Miami, Fla., said his task is to fix the stitching, cracking and peeling of the external parchment and to reapply ink to the letters inside the Torah. Druin said he and the youths are going to painstakingly go through every single letter and delicately rewrite those that are faded.

"Now, most scribes, their talent ... is in writing their own script," Druin said. "Very few have gone on to the final stage of training to become, I like to call it, a glorified forger.

"After we are finished, it will look like as if the original scribe came back to life and restored his own letters."

The restoration process is important, especially for an old scroll like this one because 70 percent of all the Torahs in existence today were written in the last 75 to 100 years. Although fragments of those that are 2,000 years old still exist, intact Torahs older than a century are rare.

"If you go to 200 years, they are so scarce that you just don't basically come upon them at all," Druin said. "So to come upon a 250-year- old or older Torah is one out of 1,000."

At the time it was written in about 1650, the Jewish community of Kolin already was more than 250 years old. The Torah was in use for centuries until it was hidden away in Prague during the Holocaust.

In 1938, the Germans invaded Czechoslovakia and within a few years most of those who lived in Kolin had been killed. In 1942, the Torah - along with almost 1,800 other Czech scrolls from 122 communities - was sent to Prague where it became part of the collection at the Jewish Museum, a facility the Nazis planned to display the history of the Jewish people after they had been killed.

In the 1960s, a British philanthropist discovered the scrolls in a small, damp, deserted synagogue in a dingy suburb of Prague where the scrolls had been moved after the Soviet occupation.

Striking a deal with the Czech government, the philanthropist purchased them and brought the entire collection to London's Westminster synagogue. Westminster decided the scrolls should be offered on permanent loan to Jewish communities around the world.

In 1978, Temple Ahavat Shalom's Rabbi Solomon Kleinman and the late Harvey Saritzky and his wife, Esther, decided that their congregation should have one of the memorial scrolls. Kleinman sent Esther to London with one instruction: "Bring back a scroll that our children can carry."

Next summer, when the restoration is completed, the congregation will go on a trip to Kolin in remembrance of those who perished there.

"We will bear witness for the people of Kolin that the Germans didn't win, that we still exist, more than exist, we thrive," Lutz said. "Their Torah will live as well in its new Northridge home, carried in the arms of b'nai mitzvah read from and learned from for many more generations to come."
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