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Fest Film to show “Incitement” in February

By Reporter staff
The Jewish Federation of Greater 

Binghamton’s next L’Dor v’Dor – Next 
Generation event will be a Binghamton 
Black Bears hockey game. L’Dor v’Dor 
is aimed at those in their 20s and 30s. The 
game will be held on Saturday, February 

By Reporter staff 
The Binghamton Jewish Film Fest will 

hold a virtual showing of the Israeli drama 
“Incitement” in February. The film is in 
Hebrew with English subtitles. Registration 
is required prior to Wednesday, February 
1, which is when the link will be sent out. 
A discussion will take place on Sunday, 
February 5, at 5:30 pm, led by Rabbi 
Geoffrey Brown, spiritual leader of Temple 
Israel. Registration is free, but donations are 

chain of events that led Amir, an intense, 
fanatical ex-special forces soldier turned 
law student, to assassinate Israeli prime 
minister Yitzhak Rabin, a murder that 
directly led to decades of right wing 
rule in Israel, much of it by the indicted, 
corrupt darling of Israel’s religious right, 
Benjamin Netanyahu.” 

“Join us for their thought-provoking and 
dramaic film,” said Shelley Hubal, executive 
director of the Jewish Federation of Greater 
Binghamton. “It packs a powerful punch.”

By Rabbi Lance J. Sussman, Ph.D.
I was pleasantly surprised to learn that 

Binghamton’s daily newspaper, the Press 
& Sun-Bulletin, ran two articles at the end 
of 2022 (November 21 and December 12) 
by local historian Gerald Smith based on 
my 1989 history of the Jewish community 
of the Triple Cities, “Beyond the Catskills.” 
Although it’s been more than 30 years since 
I worked on that project, I harbored a hope 
of adding a supplement to that study. Now, 
with the appearance of Smith’s articles, I 
decided that this was the moment to look 
into what I felt was the missing piece to 
my work, an exploration of the history of a 
southern Lithuanian shtetl, Butrimonys, the 
ancestral home of several of Binghamton’s 
leading Jewish families, including the Koff-
mans, Rosefskys and Rozens among others.

In every respect, Butrimonys (Lithuanian 
and German), which has multiple variant 

Butrimonys: Binghamton’s Anatevka

L’Dor V’Dor Next Generation event: 
hockey game on Feb. 4

4, at 7 pm. Tickets are $6 per person and 
must be reserved and paid for in advance. 
The deadline to reserve is Friday, January 
27. To make a reservation, visit https://
www.jfgb.org/.

“The Federation is excited to get a 
group of young Jewish adults together 

again,” said Shelley Hubal, executive 
director of the Federation. “Our ‘Jews 
and Brews’ event last summer was a 
success. It showed us that there are lots 
of young Jewish people living in Bing-
hamton and they are eager to make social 
connections.”

welcome. To register, visit www.jfgb.org/. 
“Incitement” offers a depiction of the 

lead-up to the 1995 assassination of Israeli 
Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin seen through 
the worldview of his assassin, Yigal Amir. 
It chronicles the descent of a promising law 
student to an intransigent ultra-nationalist 
obsessed with murdering his country’s 
leader. The film was nominated for 10 Ophir 
awards in Israel and won awards for best 
film and casting. 

In the Los Angeles Times, Kenneth 
Turan noted that “those expecting a bom-
bastic diatribe will encounter a film that 
is anything but. A chilling portrait of how 
fanaticism can grow and be enabled, this 
is a matter-of-fact film that moves with 
an awful inexorability toward its fore-
gone conclusion.” On the website Movie 
Nation (https://rogersmovienation.com), 
Roger Moore wrote that “‘Incitement’ is 
a riveting Israeli docudrama about the 

Federation forms Security Committee
By Reporter staff

As part of its efforts to increase security 
for Jewish organizations in the area, the 
Jewish Federation of Greater Binghamton 
has formed a Security Committee. The 
committee is working with Mark Hender-
son, the director of community security 
for the Jewish Community Federation of 
Greater Rochester, to help local organiza-
tions increase their security efforts. Hen-
derson is coordinating this effort with the 
Secure Community Network, the national 
Homeland Security initiative of the Jewish 
Federations of North America and the Con-
ference of Presidents of Major American 
Jewish Organizations.

“I wish we didn’t need this committee,” 
said Shelley Hubal, executive director 
of the Federation. “But antisemitism and 
antisemitic attacks are up. While we may 

disagree about many things, the need for 
security is not one of them. We are united in 
our desire to be prepared for all possibilities 
and to protect our community. “

Steven Malkin has agreed to be the 
chairman of the committee. “Our local 
Federation recognizes that a threat to one 
is a threat to all,” Malkin said. “The focus 
of this committee is the safety and security 
of our Jewish community. This is consis-
tent with many other Jewish communities 
across North America, many with far great-
er resources and dedicated staff, to address 
the ever present, but changing, threat to 
Jews. We are formalizing an association 
with the Jewish Federation of Greater 
Rochester. The opportunity to draw on 
this Federation’s experience in providing 
security, grant applications, information 
sharing and training will provide us with a 

valuable resource. We encourage everyone 
to support this committee by expressing 
their concerns, questions, ideas and, of 
course, donations.”

Hubal notes that the effort will be helped 
by the Jewish Federations of North Amer-
ica’s LiveSecure program, a $54 million 
security campaign and initiative to ensure 
the security and resiliency of Jewish com-
munities that will take place over three years. 
“This will be a new program for Federation 
and another way we can make an impact on 
the community as a whole,” she said. The 
funds received will be based on new and 
increased pledges to the annual Campaign, 
and will be used solely for security. 

The Federation has already organized 
a variety of programs to help keep organi-
zations safe: a security seminar for faith-
based organizations in conjunction with 

the Broome County Council of Churches; 
an active shooter training; and a “Stop the 
Bleed” program in conjunction with Temple 
Israel’s Safety and Security Committee. 
“We plan to have more training to help our 
community members prepare in case the 
worst happens,” Hubal said. 

Members of the committee include 
representatives of local organizations, such 
as Beth David Synagogue, Hillel Academy 
of Broome County, Hillel at Binghamton, 
the Jewish Community Center, Norwich 
Jewish Center, the Rohr Chabad Center for 
Jewish Student Life, Temple Concord and 
Temple Israel. 

To make a pledge or increase a pledge to 
help the security efforts, see the form on page 
5 or visit www.jfgb.org/campaign-for-2023. 
For more information, contact Hubal at 
director@jfgb.org or 724-2332.

spellings (e.g., Butrimants and Baltromants 
in Yiddish; Butrimantsi in Russian and 
Butrymance in Polish), was a typical shtetl 
(Yiddish, “little city,” village or town) in East 
Europe much like Professor Yaffa Eliach’s 
nearby hometown, Eišiškés (Lithuanian) 
or Eishishok (Yiddish), which she immor-
talized in the powerful “Tower of Faces” 
at the United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum in Washington, DC. Within the 
world of East European Jews, Lithuanian 
Jews are still known as Litvaks. 

Located in Alytus County, Butrimonys is 
35 miles southeast of Kaunas (Kovno) and 
48 miles southwest of Vilnius (Vilna), the 
capital and largest city of Lithuania. At dif-
ferent times, Butrimonys was part of Poland, 
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, 
the Russian Empire and twice (including 
today) an independent Lithuania, as well 

Firefighters and police, 20th century in Butrimonys. Faces of people standing on the 
balcony have been “torn” for unknown reasons. Jews no longer live in Butrimonys 
(population circa 1,000), which prior to 1941 had a Jewish majority. By the end of the 
19th century, the town had more than 2,000 Jewish residents. See “Butrimonys” on page 6
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Butrimonys Continued from page 1
as part of the Lithuanian Soviet Socialist 
Republic. Butrimonys was decimated by 
Napoleon in 1812 during his advance into 
Russia but was quickly rebuilt. During both 
World War I and World War II, the German 
Army occupied Butrimonys.

Butrimonys was founded around 1400 
by Lithuania’s Grand Duke Vytautas (1350-
1430) on an East-West road linking Vilnius 
and Punia on the Nemunas River. It slowly 
emerged as an important hilltop market town 
with a well-known center whose municipal 
flag depicts the major crossroads converg-
ing in the town. Numerous ethnic groups, 
including Tatars and Jews, settled in the 
area. Butrimonys was first mentioned as a 
village in 1699 and as a town in 1720. Fires 
heavily damaged the town in 1787, 1835, 
twice in 1869 and again in 1904. 

For much of its existence, the majority 
of the residents of Butrimonys were Jewish. 
In 1765, 282 Jews lived in the town. By the 
middle of the 18th century, they had established 
their own cemetery. In 1861, the town’s to-
tal population was 1,827. Seven years later 
(1868), the Jewish population was reported 
as 1,151 and, in 1897, 1,919 out of total of 
2,394 residents were Jewish. Following years 
of immigration at the end of the 19th century 
and warfare beginning in 1914, the town’s 
population fell to 1,631 in 1921-1923, of 
whom 943 were Jewish. The current popu-
lation is approximately 1,000 (not Jewish). 
While Alytus County is largely agricultural, 
the Jews of Butrimonys largely engaged in 
business, including the making of bagels. 

Although tiny by any measure, Butrimo-
nys had a complex culture typical of shtetl 
life. Lithuania itself was a major center of 
Jewish life for several hundred years dis-
tinguished by intense talmudic scholarship 
in the region’s numerous yeshivot. By the 
end of the 18th century, with the completion 
of the Partition of Poland, approximately 
250,000 Jews lived in Lithuanian territory. 
In 1863, a Russian secondary school opened 
in the town. In 1864, a new building was 
constructed for the local yeshiva. Thirty-two 
years later in 1898, the town’s first Zionist or-
ganization was formed, which included both 
Orthodox Jews and Maskilim, secular propo-
nents of the Jewish Enlightenment, headed 
by Eliezer Shtrashun, the town’s rabbi. A 
separate women’s organization, Daughters 
of Zion, was organized subsequently, as well 
as Zionist youth organizations and a sports 
club. In 1919, in the wake of Lithuanian 
independence, a Lithuanian primary school 
was opened in the town and, in 1920, a 
modern Jewish “Culture” school (Hebrew, 
“tarbut”) was also established there. Prior 
to the Holocaust, Butrimonys had three 
synagogues, at least two Jewish religious 
schools, various societies to aid indigent and 
convalescing Jews, a Jewish burial society 
and a Jewish cemetery with 550 tombstones, 
whose restoration commenced in 1997.

A number of famous Jews came from 
Butrimonys, including Rabbi Meir Simkha 
HaCohen (1843-1926), the son of a wealthy 
local merchant, Samson Kalonymus. Re-
flecting the rich and diverse Jewish culture 
of his hometown, HaCohen 
was both an anti-Chasidic 
scholar of the Talmud (Mit-
nagd) and of Moses Maimon-
ides’ legal writings. HaCohen 
was a religious Zionist who 
opposed secular Jewish na-
tionalism, but allowed rabbis 
to study secular subjects. He 
frequently clashed with the 
leading Mitnagdic rabbinic 
authority of the period, Rab-
bi Yisrael Meir Kagan (also 
known as Chafetz Chaim) 
(1838-1933). 

A second leading Jewish 
son of Butrimonys was Henry 
Hurwitz (1886-1961), who 
emigrated from Butrimonys 
to Boston with his family 
in 1891. While a student at 
Harvard, he helped found the 
Harvard Menorah Society for 
the Study and Advancement of 
Jewish Culture in 1906. The 
Menorah Journal was widely 
recognized as an important in-
tellectual venue for American 
Jews for most of the first half 

of the 20th century. Finally, in 
1928, Hurwitz helped organize 
the Federation of Lithuanian 
Jews of America. Two other 
famous Jews originally from 
Butrimonys (there are many) 
who succeeded outside the 
Jewish world include Bernard 
Berenson (1865-1959), a lead-
ing Renaissance art historian 
who later converted out of 
Judaism, and his sister, Senda 
Berenson Abbot (1868-1954) 
of Smith College, the mother 
of women’s basketball. The 
family immigrated to America 
in 1875, settling in Boston. 

According to Brandeis 
University scholar Prof. 
Jonathan D. Sarna, Jewish 
immigrants from Butrimo-
nys organized a section in 
Boston’s famous Baker Street 
Cemetery under the name 
of Butrimantzy. A number 
of Butrimonys Jews found 
their way from Boston to 
Binghamton, NY, which by 
the end of the 19th century 
was well known for its cigar 
industry and its large, diverse 
and growing population of 
immigrants from Eastern 
Europe, including Jews. At 
the end of the 19th century, a 
number of Jews, religious and 
non-religious, from Butrimo-
nys also immigrated to Israel.

In “Beyond the Catskills,” 
I reported, “In the wake of 
the assassination of Russia’s 
Czar Alexander II in 1881, 
the May Laws and govern-
ment [sanctioned] pogroms, 
Jewish emigration from East 
Europe soared.” Eventually, 
more than two million Yid-
dish-speaking Jews came 
to America, including Jews 
from Butrimonys who settled 
in Binghamton. Following an 
1890 pogrom, Jewish immi-
gration from Butrimonys in-
creased. According to written 
accounts and oral interviews 
provided by Dr. Israel J. Rosefsky and 
Marion Rosefsky Klionsky, the first member 
of their family originally from Butrimonys, 
Leibe (Louis) Rosefsky, arrived in the Parlor 
City in 1892. A chain migration followed, 
bringing other members of the Rosefsky 
family to Binghamton. One of Leibe’s 
brothers, Boruch (Barney), arranged to bring 
a young woman, Bluma (Bertha) Stasia, 
from Butrimonys. They married, moved to 
New England, then back to Binghamton and 
opened a small clothing store on Chenango 
Street. In a private conversation, Victor 
Rozen (1910-94) told me he was the last 
Jewish person from Butrimonys to come 
to Binghamton, arriving around 1925, just 
as the gates to America were closing due 

to highly restrictive immigra-
tion laws then adopted by the 
United States’ Congress.

Rabbi Jacob Hurwitz 
(1912-2003), who served 
Temple Israel in Binghamton 
and Vestal from 1948-82, told 
me that the Binghamton Jews 
from Butrimonys generally 
joined the Sons of Israel 
Congregation, the original 
name of Temple Israel, which 
was founded in 1885 and later 
built a new synagogue in 1899 
on Water Street in downtown 
Binghamton, the first shul in 
the area. Interestingly, but not 
surprisingly, Hurwitz also re-
ported that there was palpable 
tension between Butrimonys 
Jews and other members of 
the Jewish community who 
came from other parts of 
Europe, often accusing the 
“Butrimontzers” of being ferd 
gnovim (Yiddish) or “horse 
thieves,” just like in the song 
“Tradition” in Fiddler: “it 
was a horse, it was a mule!” 

Thank yous and 
acknowledgments

Rabbi Lance Sussman and The Report-
er would like to thank the following for 
their help in making this article possible: 
Krista Butvydas Bard, honorary consul 
general of the Republic of Lithuania to the 
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania; Andrius 
Karlonas, the mayor of Butrimonys; Steven 
Koffman for his information on the origins 
of the Rosefsky family; Dr. Lara Lempert, 
director, Judaica Research Centre, National 
Library of Lithuania; Dr. Vilija Malinaus-
kaite, CEO of Vilnius-based tour provider 
Travel Deli, which offers heritage travel 
fro Jews and Lithuanians; Prof. Jonathan 
D. Sarna, Brandeis University; and Reform 
Congregation Keneseth Israel whose gen-
erous donation made this article possible.

Meir Simcha HaCohen 
(1843-1926), born in 
Butrimonys, was one of the 
leading rabbis and talmudic 
scholars in Lithuania and 
Latvia. Author of several 
major scholarly books, 
HaCohen was considered 
a moderate in the world 
of the Lithuanian yeshivot 
(rabbinic schools). (Photo 
courtesy of Andrius Karlonas, 
mayor of Butrimonys)

Five unidentified Jewish women from 
Butrimonys, circa 1935. “Carte de visite” 
photographs were displaced by “Cabinet 
Card” pictures in the 1870s. Black and white 
family and individual pictures were popular 
in the Jewish community in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries, often depicting a mix of 
traditional and modern cultural elements. 

Butrimonys firefighters in front of a burnt house with pressurized hoses (date unknown). 
Butrimonys was destroyed by fire in 1787, 1812 by Napoleon, 1835, twice in 1869 and 
in 1903. Pressurized water hoses in this photograph document modernization efforts in 
the town early in the 20th century.

B u t r i m o n y s  J e w i s h 
C e m e t e r y  w a s  f i r s t 
established in the mid-
18th century and partially 
restored beginning in 
1997 with almost 600 
graves .  Document ing 
surviving European Jewish 
cemeteries in the wake of 
the Holocaust is an arduous 
process initially impeded by 
Communist governments. 

Holocaust Memorial near 
Butrimonys first erected 
in 1997 in memory of 
700 Jews from Butrimonys 
and other villages in the 
region killed by Nazis and 
local collaborators on 
September 9, 1941. More 
than 90 percent of all 
Lithuanian Jews perished 
in the Holocaust, including 
the entire Jewish community 
of Butrimonys under Nazi 
control during World War II. 

Aerial picture of modern Butrimonys’ town 
square and park. Butrimonys is located at 
the intersection of three roads from Vilnius, 
Alytus and Punia. Thus, a triangular square 
was formed that became the place of the 
town market and is now a city park. The park 
includes a monument to Senda Berenson 
Abott (1868-1954), a Jewish woman born 
in Butrimonys known as the “mother of 
women’s basketball.” 

Remarkably, current online 
tourist information about 
Butrimonys acknowledges a 
long history of horse stealing 
in the town!

While the Binghamton 
Butrimontzers Americanized 
and began to enjoy various 
levels of economic success, 
the situation in Lithuania 
changed dramatically after 
World War I, when an indepen-
dent Lithuania was established 
with a complex history of 
its own. Then on September 
9, 1941, two years after the 
Nazi invasion of Poland and 
following weeks of increasing 
persecution and executions, 
Nazi death squads – Einsatz-
gruppen aided by Lithuanian 
collaborators – slaughtered the 
remaining Jewish community 
of Butrimonys. In a matter 
of hours, nearly the entire 
remaining Jewish population 
of the town, as well as that of 
nearby villages, 965 people, 
were machine-gunned to 
death. Only a handful of local 
Jews and a heartbreaking eye-
witness account written in Yid-
dish by Khone Boyarski and 
his son, Avraham, survived 
the slaughter. Subsequently, 
the two memorialists were 
also murdered. More than 90 
percent of all Lithuanian Jews 
perished during the Holocaust. 

By the late 1990s, fol-
lowing the fall of the Soviet 
Union, descendants of the 
shtetl, including members of 
the Rosefsky family, began 
to find their way back to their 
ancestral home and erected 
modest memorials to the slain 
Jews of Butrimonys. Today, 
those markers still stand in the 
southern farmlands of Lith-
uania. If you listen closely 
as I have tried to do, echoes 
of the once vibrant shtetl of 
Butrimonys can still be heard 
among their descendants in 

Binghamton, Boston and Jerusalem, and 
surely in other places, as well. And by the 
way, it was a horse!

Lance J. Sussman, Ph.D., served as rabbi 
of Temple Beth El (Endicott, NY, 1986-
90) and Temple Concord (Binghamton, 
NY, 1990-2001). During the same period, 
Sussman was an associate professor of 
history and Judaic studies at Binghamton 
University. Subsequently, he taught at Princ-
eton, Rutgers and Hunter College. Today, 
Sussman is rabbi emeritus of Reform Con-
gregation Keneseth Israel (Elkins Park, PA) 
and immediate past chairman of the Board 
of Governors of Gratz College (Melrose 
Park), where he is a professor of Jewish 
history, as well as the scholar-in-residence 
at Philadelphia’s Holocaust Awareness 
Museum and Education Center. Currently, 
Sussman is editing a second volume of his 
sermons and co-writing a book on “Jews, 
Law and the American Revolution.” 


