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THE MERMAID AND THE MESSERSCHMITT
War Through a Woman’s Eyes, 1939-1940
By Rulka Langer  

Winner:  2010 Benjamin Franklin SILVER AWARD for BEST FIRST BOOK (NONFICTION)

During the opening months of World War II, Vassar-educated career 
woman Rulka Langer risked her life and relied on her wits to keep her 
two small children and elderly mother out of harm’s way.

The Mermaid and the Messerschmitt is a rare eyewitness account of the 
early, chaotic days of World War II—the Nazi German invasion of Poland 
on September 1, 1939, the Siege of Warsaw and the first few months of 
the Occupation—written by a young working mother.

Langer’s engaging, clear-eyed chronicle sparkles with fresh and lively 
storytelling and a brilliant eye for detail. 

Weaving her story with a masterful use of humor, an occasional bite 
of sarcasm and a large dose of honesty, Langer paints a vivid picture 
of this virtually unknown aspect of World War II—and at the same 
time illuminates universal truths about average, ordinary people faced  
with war.
     

“An incredible book…thoroughly 
  absorbing. Would make an excellent 
  book club choice.”  
  — Rose City Reader 

“Adrenalin-charged…unsparing 
 candour and flashes of humour.” 
  — The Ottawa Citizen

“Moving, laced with 
grim humor, and accessible 

to a modern audience.”  
— College & Research Libraries News

“Absolutely one of the best 
  eyewitness accounts of WWII Poland.” 

— Alan Furst, bestselling author of The Foreign Correspondent and The Spies of Warsaw

Selection of the 
Book-of-the-Month Club,® 
the History Book Club® and 

the Military Book Club®
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“A gripping, fast-paced narrative…
takes you to the centre of the drama.”

— Cosmopolitan Review

“An unusual take on WWII…a rare eyewitness account 
of the war’s early, chaotic days.”

— Publishers Weekly

Author Rulka Langer (1906–1993) came from a family of distinguished Polish 
intellectuals, writers and statesmen.

After graduating from Vassar College in 1928, she returned to Poland and worked at 
the J. Walter Thompson advertising agency in Warsaw.  In 1930, she married Olgierd 
Langer, a graduate of the University of Lwow and the Harvard Business School, who is 
credited as the father of modern advertising in Poland.

A modern “career woman” before that concept was fashionable, after her 
marriage Mrs. Langer, the mother of two young children, became a political and 
economic writer in Warsaw, worked for Polish Radio and in the Economic Research  
Department of the Bank of Poland.

Fleeing German-occupied Poland with her son and daughter, ages 8 and 3, in early 
1940, Mrs. Langer joined her husband, who was at that time a member of the Polish 
diplomatic corps posted in the United States.

She soon became a popular lecturer, and wrote The Mermaid and the Messerschmitt 
in 1942 as part of her effort to explain to Americans the devastation of World War II 
for the average, ordinary human beings caught in it.  After the war, she continued her 
career in radio and advertising in the United States.

Mrs. Langer also specialized in translations from Polish to English, of which the best 
known is Zofia Kossak’s novel, Blessed Are the Meek.

“Unusual because it provides the perspective 
of a helpless and young bystander.”
— Zbigniew Brzezinski, Center for Strategic & International Studies

“A wonderful, 
heart-warming read.”

— BookPleasures

“The narrative is so exquisitely rendered…I could not put it down.”
— Wanda Urbanska, host & producer of PBS TV show Simple Living
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See the Lifetime TV 
interview! 
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the Messerschmitt
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