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Literary scholars know of Klimontów as the birthplace of Bruno Jasieński, a noted Polish futurist who in 1919 created an amateur theater in Klimontów with the participation of illiterate actors who learned their roles by memory. More recently, this small town in the Sandomierz district was described in the 2001Rzeczpospolita article, "School of the Millennium," after human bones were found on the school playground, which was built over the town’s Jewish cemetery.
Then Poland heard not only about the Klimontow ghetto and the extermination of its Jews, but also about the murder of Jewish survivors who returned to the town, carried out by unidentified partisans in May 1945. Among the five people killed on the street was a young woman in an advanced stage of pregnancy.

Andrzej Nowak-Arczewski writes that he visited the residents of Klimontow many times and tried to gain their trust so as to learn the complicated truth about what occurred during wartime through the memories that still live on. The author reminds us that in this small town three-quarters of the inhabitants were Jews. Blending into the local, mostly rural, community, they made a living from trade and services, and even today the residents remember them for their admirable talents. 

When World War II broke out, Klimontow's social balance was disturbed. The Nazis entered and began to treat the Jews as subhuman. Today’s inhabitants, who were then only children, witnessed the slaughter of their neighbors. They saw collective executions and ... they had to be silent. An eighty-year-old woman recalls that she could not bear the sight of the slaughter, but her mother forbade her to cry, so that the Nazis would not think she was Jewish. Not everyone, however, had so much empathy.

The author cites stories of Jews being killed by peasants with pitchforks, of those betrayed by their neighbors while hiding from the Nazis, of babies being sent to perish. These are stories that strongly arouse one’s emotions, and as the ones remembering even cite the victims’ names, it is difficult to accuse them of falsifying reality.
Andrzej Nowak-Arczewski attempts to fairly describe every aspect of daily life under the occupation. His inquiry extends to people who had been hiding Jews freely, including a group of Catholic nuns. After the war, they demanded money in exchange for the release of a little girl whom they had kept hidden. 
After 70 years, the town’s descendants hesitate to talk to a reporter. In a small town, where everyone knows everyone, emotions are still roiling. The descendants of the Righteous Among the Nations are sorry that the descendants of the survivors are no longer in contact with them. They probably realize that as a result the memory of noble Poles will die.
There is also the poignant story of a man who admitted to murdering a Jew. Włodzimierz Gadulski shot, along with the partisans, Chaskiel Grosfeld who was hiding from the Nazis. To find him, they threatened the Polish family who was hiding him until they identified the place of his hideout. Gadulski explained that he wanted to kill a Jew on account of having learned that his brothers were killed in Katyn by the NKVD (Communist secret police), whom he identified with the Jews. History cruelly mocked the self-proclaimed avenger. A few years after the war, he learned that his brothers were never in Katyn, that they left the Soviets with Anders's army and fought in Italy, and then settled in England. 
His conscience so tortured him that in the early 1960s he reported himself to the prosecutor, admitting that he had killed a man. Apparently, a representative of the communist justice system advised him to admit in the letter that he murdered the Jew for material gain, so that the murder would be subject to a statute of limitations. Włodzimier Gadulski refused, insisting that he killed for political reasons, and as a result he served in a high security prison for 11 years. He never returned to Klimontów.

According to the townspeople, the perpetrators of the street murder of the five Jews who returned in 1945 never suffered any punishment. It so happens that their heirs originated the monument commemorating the members of Klimontow’s Home Army. The conspiracy of silence continues to this day. The author does not give the names of those suspected of the murder, although probably one can easily find them inscribed on the monument.
Today, older residents who remember these crimes blame everything on the war. "It destroyed characters, it broke people," says one of the residents in the book. And warning against opening wounds, he gives a brutal diagnosis: "There is always a desire for wealth, power, and position at the expense of others. This happens slyly, with an innate peasant cunning, for everyone here is from peasantry." However, if things were so simple, how is one to explain the urbane Warsaw "blackmailers" and many, many others? 
This is a moving read that poses a fundamental question, what would we ourselves do if faced with the extermination of neighbors who are simply people like ourselves?

A review from the Poranny.pl news and culture website

