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Rabbi Abraham Mykoff of Congregation Poile Zedek on Tuesday at a cemetery in New Jersey. 

NEW BRUNSWICK, N.J. — Celia Tracy lay on the ground beside the toppled tombstone, stretching her arm underneath the large slab of marble. As if reading Braille, she rubbed her fingers along the engraved surface, now hidden, searching in vain for any indication that here was the grave of her in-laws.

“We are just so confused,” said Mrs. Tracy, 80, tears welling in her eyes. “We aren’t sure if it is in this row or that row.” She and her husband, Murray Tracy, came to the Poile Zedek Cemetery on Tuesday after learning that many of the headstones had been knocked over. The cemetery, which is Jewish, is on Joyce Kilmer Avenue. 

“The question is why,” she said. “Why did this happen? In this day and age, it just shouldn’t exist.”

The Tracys were joined by the relatives of a number of people buried here as well as other members of the tightknit Jewish community who have come in recent days to search for the markers of their loved ones. 

The Middlesex County prosecutor’s office said 499 gravestones were knocked over in two separate instances on Jan. 1 and Saturday night. It was a scale of destruction that neither law enforcement officials nor members of the Jewish community here could recall ever witnessing. Many of the gravestones, some of which date to the 1920s, were cracked or broken. 

But with no suspects or motives, the authorities were initially reluctant to label the damage a hate crime. By Tuesday, however, the police and the mayor were categorizing the destruction as a “bias incident.”

“Only a fool would say it’s definitely not,” said Detective Lt. Peter Mangarella, who is leading the investigation. “You can’t rule anything out. Who knows? Is it kids, or a specific group of people who came out for a reason, or drunks? You don’t know.”

For those who visited the cemetery, there was little doubt that this was a targeted attack.

“This was not an individual, and it wasn’t a prank,” said Rabbi Abraham Mykoff of Congregation Poile Zedek in New Brunswick, one of two synagogues that share the cemetery. “I don’t have to see a swastika sign to believe it’s a hate crime. This was premeditated, and it was earmarked against the Jewish community.”

While more than three-quarters of the tombstones were toppled, none were further desecrated with swastikas or other anti-Semitic graffiti, common in past incidents of vandalism at Jewish cemeteries, Etzion Neuer, the New Jersey regional director of the Anti-Defamation League, said on Wednesday. With some of the stones weighing more than 2,000 pounds, New Brunswick police said the rampage had involved more than one person and taken several hours. In the first case, on Jan. 1, 17 gravestones were knocked over. Synagogue officials reported it to the police but did not announce the event, considering it the act of teenage vandals. 

But on Sunday morning, workers from the Crabiel Parkwest Funeral Chapel, who came to the cemetery to dig a grave for a later burial, found hundreds of gravestones overturned like dominoes. 

Later that day, members of the Congregation Etz Ahaim of Highland Park, which shares the cemetery with Congregation Poile Zedek, threw dirt on the coffin of one of their founding members, Lawrence Nahama. At the head of his burial site, a double gravestone engraved with the name of Mr. Nahama’s wife, Celia, lay on its back. 

“It was a disaster,” said Rabbi David Bassous of Etz Ahaim. “It was like we were having two funerals — one for the family and one for the cemetery.”

In a row nearby, several tiny gravestones marking the burial sites of babies lay toppled in the grass. “Can you imagine,” said Rabbi Bassous. “They picked on dead babies.”

While Congregation Poile Zedek’s cemetery association has an insurance policy that it hopes will cover the cost of replacing or repairing the stones that were destroyed in its portion of the cemetery, Rabbi Bassous said that beyond liability insurance, Congregation Etz Ahaim had no policy for the destruction of its gravestones.

Jack Oziel, a member of Etz Ahaim whose parents’ tombstones were shattered, said the synagogue was organizing a fund-raising event to replace the gravestones in cases in which there were no surviving family members.

“Some of these people died 50 or 70 years ago, and there are no survivors,” said Mr. Oziel, 92. “So it becomes the synagogue’s problem. We have to remember these people, and the only way we can do it is by righting these stones.”

Stepping gingerly through the broken markers, Fred Weissman of Highland Park had a story for nearly every tombstone.

“Here’s my father-in-law, and this is my mother-in-law, and over there is my brother-in-law,” Mr. Weissman said, pointing to different sites. “You can pick any four graves in a row, and if they’re not related to you, they’re related to someone who’s related to you.”

A half-dozen members of the New Brunswick Police Department tried to right some of the stones that had been toppled but not broken. “A lot of family members are coming here,” said Lieutenant Mangarella, calling the overturned stones a terrible thing to see. “If we can prop them up and give them a little relief, we will.”
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