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Q&A

with Aquila Polonica President
Terry Tegnazian
Q. Aquila Polonica is publishing the Poland WW2 experience. Are you Polish?

A. Everybody asks me that! There’s not a Polish bone in my body. In fact, my personal ancestry is Armenian. But some people have joked that I’m an “honorary Pole” because I’ve immersed myself in things Polish—and I’m very flattered.

Q. So why are you doing this?

A. Frankly, if you had said to me ten years ago that I’d be doing this, I would have said, “Why? Don’t know anything about it, not interested in it.” 

But life has a way of intervening. I was practicing law in Los Angeles, specializing in motion picture finance work, and I burned out. I thought I wanted to be a film producer, and was co-executive producer on one movie. But I didn’t love it enough. What I did love was the story conferences and script analysis. So I started writing.
I began working on a novel with a World War II backstory, and had made one of the characters a Polish fighter pilot. Somewhere—who knows where?—I’d heard that the Poles were super ace pilots who helped save England during the Battle of Britain. I went to the UCLA library near me and dove into the “Poland in World War II” section, reading mostly primary source material, memoirs of the key Polish underground leaders.
This was a story I’d never heard anything about! I consider myself a well-educated American, but I had no idea what went on in Poland during the war—other than the Holocaust, which obviously most people are aware of.

The Poles’ incredible heroism and bravery, courage, self-sacrifice and loyalty in the face of insurmountable odds were so moving and inspiring to me.
Q. Did you finish your novel?

A. Actually, no. I put it aside once I decided that there were more important stories to tell.

Q. Since the Polish fighter pilots were originally responsible for getting you into this, have you published anything about them?

A. Yes, we have! I was really thrilled when we were able to license the rights to do a new English-language edition of the classic book about those incredible Polish fighter pilots. Our book 303 Squadron: The Legendary Battle of Britain Fighter Squadron is a new translation from the original Polish, in which we identify for the first time in English the real names of those amazing pilots. They were the highest-scoring Allied fighter squadron in the entire Battle of Britain—downing three times the average RAF squadron, with only one-third the casualties.

Q. Why aren’t the stories of Poland in World War II better known in America?

A. It’s not just Americans who don’t know this story—even some Poles didn’t know. I discovered that fact when my husband and I took our first trip to Poland as part of my research for the novel.
Before we left on the trip, I hired a guide in Poland through our hotel in Warsaw. I had sent an email detailing the research I wanted to do. The woman—who was in her late 50s or early 60s—came to our first meeting with books by two Polish Underground soldiers that she had checked out of the library.

One of the first things she said to me was: “I want to thank you for this assignment. I knew none of this. When I was growing up, we were taught it was the communist resistance that saved Poland from the Nazis, and these Polish Underground Army, AK guys, were clowns.”

I literally got goose bumps! Here was one woman who didn’t know her own history because of the evil of propaganda. It was a very powerful moment—looking back, it was clearly one of the most important steps on my path to forming a publishing company.

Q. So much has been written about the Allied forces in World War II. Why aren’t the stories about Poland’s role as a stalwart ally better known?

A. In one word: Stalin. At Yalta, Churchill and Roosevelt abandoned Poland, against its will, to the communist sphere of influence. Stalin knew that the Poles hated the communists as much as they hated the Nazis. In order to control the country, Stalin basically used a two-part strategy. First, physical terror. Secondly, he mounted a comprehensive campaign of disinformation and propaganda—not only within Poland, but also outside the country to discredit and marginalize the Poles in the international community.
We see some of the lingering effects of that propaganda campaign, even today.

Q. Aquila Polonica specializes in publishing first-person accounts. What makes these views of history so important? 

A. Because they haven’t been co-opted by later agendas. Eyewitness accounts are people just reporting what they lived through. It’s kind of hard to gainsay that. If you come to these stories with an objective eye—as I did—you gain a mosaic of historic truths at a fundamental level that a more academic “history” cannot match.
Q. How did you find the stories for Aquila Polonica?

A. I became familiar with many of the “classics” as a result of the research I had done for my novel. Then, while in Krakow on our first trip to Poland, I coincidentally met a gentleman who was a former Secretary of State of Poland for Veterans Affairs. He had been a forest partisan in the AK, which was the Polish Underground Army, during the war. He’d written twenty-six books! Several were about his experiences as a forest partisan.
After the decision to form a publishing company, I wrote to this gentleman. He became our first author. We’re now translating several of his books, which will appear in English for the first time.
One thing led to another. We spent the first three years of our existence, and several trips to Warsaw, in acquiring rights to more than thirty books to give us a starting base for our catalogue. The first of our books was released in the fall of 2009.
Q. Aquila Polonica has also acquired a substantial amount of visual materials about Poland in World War II, some of which appear on your website.

A. It’s important to us to try to make history come alive in our books. We include as many visuals as we can—photos, maps, illustrations. From the very beginning, with our first book The Mermaid and the Messerschmitt: War Through a Woman’s Eyes, 1939-1940, we spent over a year researching and licensing nearly 150 historic photos. This is something we have done for almost every one of our books.
In fact, in our upcoming book The Color of Courage—A Boy at War: The World War II Diary of Julian Kulski, we have gone one step further. In addition to the photos, maps and illustrations in the book, we’ve also researched and licensed extensive historical film footage, newsreels and audio segments, from which we have created a number of short videos that will be available online to accompany the book.
We also found and licensed a rare historic newsreel, Siege, about the Siege of Warsaw in September 1939. This was the first film footage to come out of World War II—it was nominated for an Academy Award in 1940 and inducted into the National Film Registry in 2006. We’ve packaged it with additional material, and made it available on DVD for the first time.
Q. What lessons do Aquila Polonica books have for modern readers?

A. Because our books are about real people and their own personal experiences, they’re universal. They tell what it’s like to have your life shattered, to have your whole familiar world disappear because of circumstances beyond your control. And actually, it’s not just war—natural disasters, like the earthquake in Haiti or Hurricane Katrina, cause similar experiences of being uprooted from the familiar.

The lessons readers can take away from our books are found in the courageous, resilient, truthful way other people have dealt with the disruptions that occur in every generation.

For example, what’s so charming about our second book, The Ice Road: An Epic Journey from the Stalinist Labor Camps to Freedom, is that it’s told through the eyes of a 14-year-old boy. He brings to it a sense of adventure and humor. He encounters his first love, he’s fascinated by sex. He’s got this all this going on. It’s not just doom and gloom—it’s human.

Rulka Langer, author of The Mermaid and the Messerschmitt, recognizes this duality. In her preface she writes: “To the average person, I think, war horrors come pretty much like the pangs of childbirth. At first, in spite of apprehension, life still goes on, almost normal, with all its little trivialities. Then comes the pang, wild, screaming inhuman.”

In fact, many of our books will give you both sides of the picture. You see the humanity, you see the humor, you see the human frailties—as well as the big challenges and traumas. Life goes on. People are people. It doesn’t matter if you’re Iraqi or Haitian or Russian or Polish or whatever. In every group, there are good people and bad people, brave people and cowards, people who rise to the challenge and people who crumble under pressure.
Q. Some of these stories sound like they might make great films. Have you heard from Hollywood on any of them?

A. Yes, indeed. We’ve had a lot of interest on our last book, The Auschwitz Volunteer: Beyond Bravery. The author, Captain Witold Pilecki, volunteered for a secret undercover mission as a prisoner at Auschwitz, to smuggle out intelligence to the Allies about what was going on and build a resistance organization among the prisoners. This is the first time his comprehensive report on his Auschwitz mission has been published in English. The book got a rave review in the New York Times Sunday Book Review (and was named a New York Times Editors’ Choice), and in numerous other media including The Atlantic and the New Republic. We’re sorting through film offers and queries from various producers right now.
Q. Has founding and running Aquila Polonica been fun?

A. It’s been a challenge and a joy. I’ve met so many wonderful people!

Because I’m not Polish it was a little surprising (to me as well as others) that I took on this mission. But I really feel so strongly that these stories need to be told. And every step of the way doors have opened—which makes me feel that I’m meant to do this.
It’s been a journey in my own life, and a really terrific experience.
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