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In memory of my grandfather, Henri Durand,
a hero of World War I
and the “pilots’ barber” in Le Bourget from 1920 to 1950


“Unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.”

—Matthew 18:3

“He needed to build his own footbridge over the abyss and rejoin the other part of himself, across space and time.”

—Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, The Wisdom of the Sands
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THE END OF THE BEGINNING

JULY 31, 1944. BORGO military airfield, south of Bastia, Corsica, 8:00 in the morning.

The Lockheed P-38 Lightning F-5B N223, part of the II/33 Aerial Reconnaissance Group, First Squadron, is waiting on the runway. It has been selected for a mapping mission to prepare for the Allied landing in Provence that will take place in several days. The assignment is to photograph the Annecy-Chambéry-Grenoble region.

Lieutenant Duriez parks the jeep he has taken to collect the pilot from his quarters in Erbalunga, about fifteen kilometers away. He helps him put on his heavy, insulated flight suit and hoist himself into the cockpit. Perched on the wings of the aircraft, Sergeant Cotton and Airman Suty lend a hand as well, attaching the pilot’s parachute and strapping him into his seat, putting on his helmet and oxygen mask, connecting the radio, and checking the instruments before closing the canopy. On the ground, Chief Warrant Officer Roussel and Chief Sergeant Potier check the engines, the landing gear, the flaps, the rudders, and the fuel levels. They remove the wheel chocks. The pilot makes the usual hand signal to indicate that everything is okay. He starts the engines, and the airplane begins to jolt along the runway before lifting off the ground.

It is 8:45. In the blue, cloudless sky, the Lightning’s engines leave double contrails as the aircraft rapidly disappears into the horizon, toward French soil.

Lieutenant Commander Antoine de Saint-Exupéry has just taken off on his last mission.

GIVEN THE AMOUNT OF fuel on board, the flight can last between four and four and a half hours, so the aircraft should return around 12:15. At 13:00, the sky is still hopelessly empty, and anxiety levels on the ground are rising. Borgo’s air traffic control, contacted one hour after the expected arrival, isn’t able to offer any information. Three Vickers Warwick airplanes sent to search the sector bring back no news. Radar indicates that the Lightning hasn’t crossed the French coast to return to the airbase. At 14:30, as the maximum flight duration has long since been exceeded, it is impossible that the aircraft is still in the air. In the evening, after verification that he hasn’t landed at another Allied airstrip—which has happened before—Lieutenant Commander de Saint-Exupéry is pronounced “missing in action.”

As with the Little Prince, who left to be reunited with his star, they will never find his body.

THE PILOT WHO HAS just disappeared was also a writer. He had published a number of works that brought him renown in France, England, Italy, and also the United States, where several of his books had been bestsellers. In 1939, Wind, Sand and Stars had received the National Book Award; that was the American title of Terre des hommes, which had received the Grand Prize for a Novel from the Académie Française that same year in France. In 1931, one of his earlier books, Vol de nuit (Night Flight), had been awarded the Prix Femina.

Antoine de Saint-Exupéry had been living since 1941 in the United States, where he had been miserable not to be part of the fight to liberate France. In the hope of rejoining the II/33 Aerial Reconnaissance Squadron with which he had served during the campaign to defend France in 1940, he managed with some difficulty to secure a berth on the SS Stirling Castle, which sailed on April 13, 1943, for North Africa, where American troops had landed the year before, on November 8, 1942. In his luggage, he brought a single copy of his latest book, which his New York editor, Curtice Hitchcock, had published for him in English- and French-language editions just one week before his departure. It was The Little Prince.

On this sunny early morning of July 1944, when Saint-Exupéry—after one last test of the engines—set off in his P-38 to conquer the French skies, he certainly could not have anticipated that his Little Prince, with over two hundred million copies sold in two hundred and seventy different translations, would bring him universal glory.

BY THE TIME HE secured his final mission, Saint-Exupéry may have sealed his own fate. Everything had seemed to oppose his taking command of the Lightning that day.

Already in 1939, after war was declared, he had had to fight hard and draw upon his fame and connections to be assigned to a combat unit, the II/33 Aerial Reconnaissance Group, based in Orconte in the Haute-Marne region of France. Most would have preferred that he work in the Information Services, directed by writer Jean Giraudoux, or at best as an instructor of aerial navigation—but certainly not as a fighter pilot. Moreover, at his medical checkup to be cleared to fly after he was called up in October, he was rejected for service: he had lived thirty-nine years, and his body bore the painful consequences of several of his previous accidents. But he couldn’t stay on the sidelines, and he refused all the other postings that were proposed to him, despite everyone’s attempts—including his close friends’—to convince him that he would be more useful alive than dead. For him, it was a question of honor: he didn’t want to be taken for a coward, remaining in safety while his comrades were risking their lives. Such an attitude would have been “unchivalrous,” as he told Léon Werth.1

Drawing on his numerous and powerful connections and making the authorities’ heads “spin” with his incessant requests, he finally got what he wanted, or almost. Although he wasn’t selected to pilot a fighter plane, he did join an aerial reconnaissance squadron on December 3, 1939, which was no less risky: only one in three missions returned to base. From March to June, he carried out seven missions, including one at very low altitude just above Arras on May 23. He brought back an aircraft riddled with bullets and a punctured oil tank. This flight would inspire him to write Pilote de guerre. Published in New York in February 1942 as Flight to Arras, the book would remain at the top of the bestseller list for six months.

In July 1940, Saint-Exupéry was demobilized and sent to Algiers, where the II/33 Squadron had taken refuge. One month before that, he had received a unit citation, the Croix de guerre avec palme.

He had done his duty.

When the Allies landed in Africa at the end of 1942, and France’s liberation had been set in motion, Saint-Ex was living in New York, writing, delivering lectures, and—thanks to his public presence and his books—playing an influential role in improving the American public’s perception of France. At forty-two years of age, after having fought courageously and risked his life doing so, it might seem that this sort of intellectual engagement should have been honorable and sufficient. So many would have been satisfied with that, and they said so, loudly and clearly. But not him. He wanted to rejoin his comrades, to be once again at the controls of an aircraft, to act, to push his commitment to the limits—and that implied facing death. This sense of moral obligation, which may have had to do with the “noblesse oblige” instilled in him by his aristocratic upbringing, was a part of his very being. Already in 1938, in an article published by the now-defunct French daily newspaper Paris-Soir, he had written, “Don’t you understand that self-sacrifice, risk, loyalty unto death, these are behaviors that have contributed greatly to establishing man’s nobility?”2

And yet no one wanted him to go. He was too old to pilot the new combat aircraft, which had evolved considerably since 1940; he was in poor health; he suffered from the sequelae of multiple accidents; and his morale was at its lowest point. His friends attempted to convince him that he would be more useful in the United States than in a war zone. His “woman friends” were sorry to see him go away, and feared for his life, while his spouse, the capricious Consuelo, was worried about maintaining her way of life on an officer’s modest salary. As for the Gaullists, with whom he was in open conflict, they had no desire to see him return to a combat unit, since that would reinforce the prestige of General Giraud, who was then competing with de Gaulle to be the leader of Free France.

Once again, Saint-Exupéry called on his connections—both American, including General Doolittle, the commander of the Twelfth Air Force in North Africa, and French, including those closely connected with Giraud’s advisors. His efforts paid off. In February of 1943, he was reinstated in the French army, and in April he was able to leave for Algiers.

In Laghouat, south of Algiers, he rejoined his comrades from the II/33 Aerial Group, which had become a part of the Allied air forces. He began to train again and obtained a certificate of aptitude for flying at high altitude, despite this note of caution: “Note that, while at a simulated low pressure corresponding to 39,000 feet, [experienced] mild pain at the site of an old fracture.”3

On June 25, he was promoted to major and began training on a P-38 Lightning, with which the squadron had just been equipped. Only pilots under thirty were authorized to take command of this aircraft, which boasted state-of-the-art technology and remarkable performance but required perfect mastery of the controls. Once again, the forty-two-year-old Saint-Exupery obtained an exemption from the regulation; on July 21, over the course of five hours and fifty minutes, he undertook his first mission in a P-38, photographing southern France. His second mission, on August 1, went very badly: engine trouble forced him to turn around after forty minutes in the air. During the landing, he forgot to pressurize the hydraulic brakes, and the plane ended up in an olive grove, putting it permanently out of commission. The American commander, who had been jealously guarding his marvelous P-38s, was all the more furious that Saint-Ex had demonstrated a certain amateurishness during his training: on one occasion, he had flown at twenty-three thousand feet—instead of the sixty-five hundred called for—without an oxygen mask, because he had misinterpreted the navigational instruments. During another flight, he had opened the cockpit’s vent window, as he was used to doing in the planes he had flown previously—but since the Lightning flew so much faster, the wind ripped his oxygen mask from his face. By the time he reached the ground he was woozy. In another training exercise, he had poorly prepared for landing and descended too quickly, causing damage to the aircraft’s wings. The truth is that he had trouble with the plane’s sophisticated instrumentation and hadn’t taken enough time to completely master the machine.4

For some time, the Americans had been concerned about the pilot’s idiosyncrasies, especially since his first mission over Provence, when he hadn’t been able to resist the urge to photograph the château in Agay where his sister lived, a landmark of dubious strategic interest. The destruction of the P-38 after this latest mission was one incident too many. Saint-Ex was grounded. He made an attempt to seduce Colonel Dunn and Lieutenant Colonel Gray, the flight commander, by treating them to a Pantagruelian meal in an Algerian restaurant, in the hope they might reconsider. To better persuade them, he even spoke English, which was unusual for him: I want to die for France…. One of them replied with a categorical no, and the other responded that he may very well “die for France,” if he felt so passionate about it, but not on board an American aircraft.

We know that, ultimately, this order wouldn’t stand.

For nine months Saint-Ex moped, unable to take to the skies. He called on all his connections in order to be cleared to fly again. The goal proved extremely hard to achieve, for the Americans had no confidence in the pilot: he was too old, he was too tall for the Lightning’s cockpit, he hadn’t mastered the aircraft’s one hundred and forty-eight instruments, he didn’t speak English, he was absentminded, he suffered from both old and new wounds (he had recently injured himself by falling down the stairs), he was depressive, and he had a regrettable tendency to drink too much. As for the Gaullists, who were running the show now that Giraud was no longer in power, they had no desire to please a man who had refused to join them. Hadn’t the General himself said to someone intervening on Saint-Ex’s behalf, “Leave him in Algiers; he’s only good for card tricks”?*

It was thanks to John Phillips, a Life magazine photographer, that Saint-Ex finally got what he wanted. In exchange for his writing several pages to accompany an upcoming photo essay, the magazine promised to pressure the authorities to restore Saint-Ex to his unit. Giraud also stepped in and made entreaties to General Dwight Eisenhower—none other than the commander in chief of the Allied Forces! Exasperated, Eisenhower reportedly declared, “This Saint-Exupéry is driving us crazy. Reinstate him! With any luck, he’ll bother us less in the air than on the ground.”5 The provisional government’s air commissioner, Fernand Grenier, finally “granted Major de Saint-Exupéry’s request,” and on May 16, 1944, Saint-Ex rejoined the II/33 group in Sardinia.

He received authorization for five missions. His flights were peppered with incidents, some more serious than others, and many of which were attributable to distraction or his whims. He would read detective novels while flying; he didn’t understand instructions coming from the control towers, which were in English, and, by the same token, his messages to them were unintelligible; he repeatedly failed to deploy the landing gear until the last possible minute, which caused panic on the ground; he took off without realizing that one of the releasable fuel tanks hadn’t been mounted to the aircraft, meaning that a single engine was forced to do all the work—and he didn’t notice the problem until he had landed, when one of the propellers stopped turning on its own. Up until that moment, the wind flow had been making it spin.

His second mission, on June 6, was cut short by an engine fire. On June 14, his third mission was over Rodez. On the 15th, his fourth mission was ended by a problem with his oxygen mask. On the 23rd, on his fifth—and in principle, his last—authorized mission, he barely evaded a German fighter plane.

With the tacit permission of the squadron’s commander, he carried out a sixth mission on the 29th, the day of his forty-fourth birthday. Engine trouble forced him to return at low altitude over Italy. Since the German air defense and fighter pilots couldn’t believe an Allied plane might be flying overhead with such insouciance, Saint-Ex wasn’t attacked, but he wasn’t able to reach his base in Sardinia and landed instead in Corsica—in Borgo, where the II/33 group would relocate several days later. His seventh mission, over the Alps, was on July 11. On the 14th, his eighth was over Annecy. On the 18th, his ninth was over the Alps.

The squadron commander, Captain René Gavoille, consulted with General Chambe: they believed it was now imperative to keep Saint-Ex on the ground. High-altitude missions were exhausting for a man who freely described himself as “the most senior combat pilot in the world”6 and who was in poor health besides. They formed a plan to brief him about the Allied landing in Provence scheduled for mid-August, which would entail a mandatory grounding, since it was unthinkable that a pilot possessed of such vital information might be shot down and made prisoner by the enemy. But they dragged their feet, and Saint-Ex obtained a tenth mission on July 31.

On the evening of the 30th, he left his quarters and went out to eat with several new friends, in the village of Miomo, near Bastia, in a little restaurant right on the beach. He was quite cheerful, performing card tricks and telling funny stories.7 He left relatively early, around 23:30. What did he do next? No one knows, but he hadn’t returned to his room by 1:30. Noting his absence, the operations officer, Jean Leleu, started to worry, as pilots scheduled for a mission were supposed to go to bed early the night before. He designated Captain Siegler as Saint-Ex’s replacement.

Early on the morning of the 31st, while Siegler was having breakfast and prepping for his flight with Lieutenant Duriez, Saint-Ex suddenly appeared in the mess hall. Spotting Siegler, he realized he’d been replaced and became angry. Under his furious gaze, Siegler made no objection and left. Saint-Ex climbed into Lieutenant Duriez’s jeep, which took him to the field where the P-38 Lightning F-5B N223 awaited him.

For fifty-four years, no one knew what had become of the pilot and his aircraft. Every possible hypothesis was proposed, including the most fanciful, until in October 1998 a fisherman from Marseille, Jean-Claude Bianco, recovered the pilot’s silver identification bracelet in his nets from the waters of a rocky inlet on the Mediterranean coast. Subsequent searches in the vicinity led to a diver named Luc Vanrell discovering the wreckage of the Lightning on May 24, 2000, nine hundred twenty feet below the surface, not too far from the island of Riou. Among the pieces were an undercarriage, a portion of the cabin, and a turbo-compressor. They were brought to the surface at the end of 2003, and experts attested that they were indeed part of the plane that Saint-Ex had flown on July 31, 1944. They were then presented to the Air and Space Museum in Le Bourget, a commune just northeast of Paris.

But one mystery remains: how did Saint-Ex end up under the sea? The belated statement issued in 2008 by a German pilot named Horst Rippert, claiming that he had shot down the Lightning, isn’t credible. No German aviation report at the time recorded the kill, and Rippert is known to be a mythomaniac; it’s also difficult to believe such a person would have kept silent for sixty-four years!

And so? Victim of German antiaircraft fire? Pilot error? Lack of oxygen? Technical malfunction? … Or suicide?

Though this last hypothesis might seem implausible, given that Saint-Ex was scrupulous about completing every mission, it cannot be set aside entirely. The man was depressed and, it seems, didn’t relish confronting the world as he imagined it was becoming. On the evening before his death, July 30, he had written to his friend Nelly de Vogüé, “I’ve almost died four times. I feel staggeringly indifferent about it.” Earlier, he had written her, “And besides, I’ve had enough of myself …. I’m discouraged, discouraged.” And again: “My morale? Oh, it’s not great. I cannot bear these times, I cannot. Everything has gotten worse. It’s dark in my head and cold in my heart. Everything is mediocre. Everything is ugly.”8 To his friend, Doctor Georges Pélissier, he had written in June of 1943, “Old friend, I can’t take it anymore tonight. It’s sad—I wish I liked life just a little, but I barely like it at all. When I thought the other day that I was done for, mid-flight, I wasn’t sorry about it.” His last letter, which was addressed to Pierre Dalloz and was found on his table after his disappearance along with the July 30 letter addressed to Nelly, ended thus: “If I am shot down, I will regret absolutely nothing. The termite mound of the future terrifies me, and I hate the robotic righteousness of men. I myself was made to be a gardener.” These are moving, but troubling, statements, put in writing just hours before his last flight.

Equally troubling is the eyewitness account of a German officer, Erick Herot, who reported that on July 31, 1944, he saw an Allied plane skimming the surface of the sea near Marseille before crashing under the waves.9 This account seems not to have been taken into consideration previously because, at the time, it was thought Saint-Ex had disappeared near Nice or Menton. But if this were true, it would invalidate the theory that his death was linked to an attack by a German plane, or fire from an antiaircraft gun.

FROM THIS BRIEF RECAP of the events that marked Saint-Ex’s career as a military pilot, it can be observed that, beginning with his induction in 1939, obtained only “as a favor,” up until the morning of July 31, when another pilot was chosen to carry out the mission, all the gods seemed to have joined forces to prevent him from taking off that morning. But faced with each obstacle, he rebelled, refusing to follow the path that destiny seemed to have traced for him. He had his own way, and he pursued it: “The individual is only a path,”10 as he put it in Flight to Arras. He used his cunning, skirted obstacles, took evasive action, and dodged and skirted difficulties in order to accomplish a different destiny than the one assigned him—in order to be faithful to his future, as though he had a rendezvous that he had to keep at all costs. But with whom?

At the time of his disappearance, Saint-Ex had just published his last book, The Little Prince, which came out on April 6, 1943, seven days before his departure for Algeria. Four works had preceded it: Southern Mail in 1929, Night Flight in 1931, Wind, Sand and Stars in 1939, and Flight to Arras in 1942.11 One book, The Wisdom of the Sands, or Citadelle (“citadel”) in French, would be published posthumously in 1948. The first four were directly inspired by his experience as a pilot. In a certain sense, they have an element of journalism, even though their literary quality elevates them to something much more prestigious. The Wisdom of the Sands, on the other hand, with its two hundred nineteen chapters, is a longer work than all of the others combined, and can be considered a sort of “philosophical chant” that lends itself to three different readings: legendary, cultural, and spiritual, taking on a Biblical tonality. It was the “great work,” the book on which he toiled for years—since 1936, it seems. He never parted with its innumerable pages, which he labored over with extreme attention to detail, revising them endlessly. The author never completed it, although the work was eventually published.

And so, among all of Saint-Ex’s writings—between the works published while he was alive, comprised of brief narratives about events that directly concerned the author, and his posthumous work, which resembles a poetic or philosophical chant, or perhaps a moral testament—we find one that seems completely different, a dreamlike story presented as a “tale for children,” a work in which the author’s text and illustrations are inextricable: The Little Prince.

Another of this book’s peculiarities: Saint-Exupéry apparently took great pleasure in writing it, which seems to have been fairly unusual for him. It is all the more unusual given that at the time, during his American exile, he was in a bad state psychologically, socially, and domestically. His biographer, Stacy de La Bruyère, writes that Silvia Hamilton-Reinhardt, a friend of Saint-Ex’s at whose place in New York he would frequently spend time to write, reported that “she often heard him chuckle with pleasure while writing his story.”12 By setting aside the text’s obvious charm and poetry and analyzing it “coldly,” from a distance, it can be observed that all of the themes and even the characters of The Little Prince can be found scattered, here and there, throughout Saint-Exupéry’s earlier writings. It is as though Saint-Ex, deliberately and consciously—or perhaps not—brought together in this little story the essential part of the message that he had wanted to deliver through the rest of his opus: as though this tale explains the very essence of the author, and condensed his substance.

And what if The Little Prince were a culmination?

What if, when he was ensconced in Silvia Hamilton-Reinhardt’s living room to write and draw, he “chuckled with pleasure” because he had finally found himself again, because he was finally overcoming his exile—his self-exile—because he was finally reunited with his “beginnings,” his childhood? “And so, I seem to have come to the end of a long pilgrimage. I have discovered nothing, but as though waking from sleep, I simply see again what I was no longer looking at,” he wrote in Flight to Arras.13 And what if the “teachings” of The Little Prince were to be found here: in this reunion, this rediscovery of a childhood that everyone vaguely yearns for, to put their scattered days back together again and experience their life’s meaning, to become who they truly are?

_________________

* Saint-Ex was an expert at card tricks, which he performed to entertain his friends.
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A STRANGE LITTLE STORY

ONCE UPON A TIME, there was an aviator who succeeded in landing his broken-down plane in the desert. There can be no doubt that he must have been a very good pilot, for he managed to touch down amid the sand dunes without major damage.

Unfortunately, he found himself a thousand miles from any human habitation, and all alone. At the time, airplanes were very rudimentary flying machines that couldn’t radio for help. Since he couldn’t expect to survive more than eight days on his reserves of water, he had to find a way to repair his aircraft by himself: it was a matter of life or death.

As night had already fallen, he had gone to sleep on the sand, when he was awakened by a funny little voice asking him to draw a sheep. It was the voice of a funny little man who didn’t look at all like a child lost in the desert a thousand miles from any human habitation. And this little man, who was quite solemn and completely out of the ordinary, merely repeated his request without responding to the stunned aviator’s questions about what he was doing there: “Please … draw me a sheep …”

That’s how it began.

The aviator and the little man stay together for eight days, alone in the middle of the desert. We learn quickly from the pilot—for he is the one narrating the story—that the funny little man is a little prince. We don’t know what type of prince he is, for there are in fact many different kinds of princes, from the Prince of Darkness to prince consorts. In any case, it is somewhat doubtful that he’s the son of a king, because he never mentions his father, or his mother either, for that matter. Maybe the aviator has given him this title because the child is dressed like a prince: with a very long green cloak with red lining that falls to his feet, beautiful boots that go up to his knees, gold stars on his shoulders and, in his left hand, a sword—maybe a saber.

At least, that’s how he looks in the portrait that the aviator made of him later on, stipulating that, while this sketch is the best he could manage, nonetheless it is “far less ravishing than its model.” Here, it’s important to clarify that, in order to tell us the story of this extraordinary adventure, the aviator isn’t satisfied with merely writing it down. He illustrates his tale with drawings, many drawings—forty-six at our count, in just eighty-six short pages—the style of which is certainly a little childish but all the same quite well done. This is all the more surprising, given that he began the story by telling us that, at the age of six, he had been discouraged by adults from pursuing a career as a painter. In fact, in his first drawing, these same adults had seen only a hat, whereas the child had actually drawn a boa constrictor digesting an elephant. And so, when the little prince made the odd request that he draw a sheep, the aviator responded that he didn’t know how to draw, other than the outside of boa constrictors digesting elephants, or else the interior of boa constrictors, allowing you to see the pachyderm within. It is therefore remarkable—surprising, even—that this encounter with the little prince allowed our storyteller to give himself permission to draw, despite the very discouraging verdicts of the grownups to whom he’d shown his sketches up until now.

That said, we should point out that the little man appears dressed as a little prince only once. Subsequently, he’s depicted as a simple little boy, clothed in a sort of green tunic with a belt and wearing shoes—or perhaps slippers would be more apt—that are dark colored. Nothing princely in all that. The only remarkable features are his hairstyle, which is thick and curly and gold in color, and a very long scarf, also gold and usually floating behind him as though blown up by a violent wind. It almost looks like a banner, or—since the artist is an aviator—the contrail that airplanes leave behind them in the sky; or might it even replace the wings that the little prince had before, which allowed him to fly? He wears a red bow tie only once, while perched on his very small planet, contemplating the stars. (We forgot to mention that, before his arrival on Earth, this little prince lived all alone on a small asteroid.) We see him without his scarf only twice more: when lying in the grass and crying after having realized that the flower that bloomed on his planet is only an ordinary rose and when, having been bitten by a yellow snake, “he fell softly, as a tree falls.”

From all this, we can conclude that the outfit is not what makes him a little prince.

Perhaps he owes this princely quality to the fact that he rules over his planet (which, just between us, isn’t all that surprising, given that he lives there by himself)—the B-612 asteroid, an object scarcely bigger than a house. As he tries to repair his machine, the aviator learns from the little prince that he “lived on a planet that was hardly bigger than himself” and that he had left it, no doubt taking advantage of a migrating flock of wild birds, because he was leading “a melancholy little life” and needed a friend. And so, to learn about them and find an occupation, the little prince visited other asteroids closest to his home, six in total, before coming to Earth.

Over the course of the narrative, we learn about the little prince, his little planet where baobabs and flowers grow and volcanoes burn without erupting, and we learn that during his travels he met some eccentric characters—oddly, only men—as well as flowers and animals. When he arrived on Earth, he worried about not finding many people about—of course, he was in the middle of a desert—and the first living thing with which he exchanged any words was a snake, the “color of the moon.” Next, he found roses, a lot of roses: five thousand in a single garden! Let’s add that he was devastated by this, for he realized that his own flower, the only one on his planet and with which he’d had a complicated relationship, was nothing but a simple rose. He wept … but later on he was consoled a bit by his very fruitful conversation with a fox, who taught him many things. By taming the fox, he made a friend of him. He then met a railway switchman who directed trains full of people in a hurry first to the right, then to the left. He also made the acquaintance of a vendor selling pills that allowed people to save time, because if they swallowed one pill a week they would no longer need to drink water. In short, some very odd men.

Finally, he met the aviator.

It’s this aviator who tells us the story, and he relates very few of the little prince’s own words: the little prince speaks only 265 times—we counted. That isn’t a lot for an entire book. Let’s add that, when he does speak, the little prince is very sober in tone: ninety-two of those times he only asks a question, 158 times what he says requires only one sentence, and eighteen times it’s just a single word. So we can only hope that in recounting the little prince’s peregrinations the aviator is faithfully recalling what he heard.

They live side-by-side for a week. While the aviator tries to fix his plane, he listens to the little prince, he questions him and responds to his questions, even when he doesn’t really want to because he’s worried about the repairs he has to complete. But the little man never gives up on a question once he’s asked it. The aviator draws sketches for him: the sheep, of course, and the box the sheep comes in—but unlike the grown-ups, who couldn’t see the elephant inside the serpent, the little prince can see the sheep inside the box perfectly well—and also a muzzle so the sheep won’t eat the one, very precious flower that grows on the little planet. Because the little prince called his attention to the dangers baobabs pose for the planet, the aviator creates a magnificent sketch—he says himself that it’s the handsomest of all his drawings—in which we see these trees devouring a poor asteroid with their giant roots. He does this as a warning to children not to let baobabs grow just anywhere.

At the end of the week, when they come close to dying of thirst, the little prince and the aviator discover a well. The airplane is now repaired, the aviator will be able to leave the desert, and the little prince announces that he must return to his planet that very evening with the help of the snake—surely, the same one he encountered when he arrived on Earth, who told him that he’d be able to “take him farther than any ship.” It is the anniversary of the little prince’s arrival on Earth, his star is right above the spot where he landed a year ago. It’s for that reason that he has returned to this precise place, exactly where the aviator was with his broken-down plane. Yet the little prince’s star is too far away for him to take his body with him, for it is much too heavy. Accordingly, he has asked the snake—whose venom is very effective—to bite him and free him from the envelope of flesh that’s so hard to transport. He’s sad to leave the aviator, especially since the aviator will believe him to be dead, though that isn’t actually the case. Although the little prince asked him not to do so, the aviator goes with him and sees the snake bite him. The little prince doesn’t cry out; instead, he falls gently, without a sound because of the sand.

The aviator is finally consoled when he realizes that the little prince isn’t dead and that he was able to return to his planet. The proof is that when the sun rises the next morning, he isn’t able to find the little prince’s body. From then on, he listens to the stars at night, and he hears them laugh because the little prince, just as he had promised, is laughing on one of them, and it’s as if all of the stars are laughing for the pilot. His only worry is that he forgot to add a leather strap to the muzzle so the little prince can attach it to the sheep, and he wonders what might have happened on the little planet: did the sheep eat the flower?

IT IS THUS A strange little story that Antoine de Saint-Exupéry tells us, and quite different from what he wrote in his other books. Those are completely “serious” books, that relate his adventures as a pilot and address subjects like war, peace, relationships among men, and the world’s joys and sorrows: other ways to conduct ourselves in our lives, in our relationships with other humans and with nature. At first glance, by contrast, The Little Prince resembles a fairy tale, a tale for children. Saint-Exupéry asks forgiveness for not dedicating it to children but rather to an adult, his friend Léon Werth—because he, as a Jew and a member of the Resistance in German-occupied France, has to go into hiding and “needs a lot cheering up.” He is careful all the same to amend this dedication: “To Léon Werth when he was a little boy,” because, after all, “all grown-ups were children first (although few of them remember it).”

One has to wonder what impelled the writer-pilot to write a tale, especially during a very difficult time for the world—it was wartime—and for himself in particular. He was in exile in America, far from his friends and family and more or less rejected by compatriots, who reproached him for not clearly aligning himself with the Free French forces, and he still hadn’t fully recovered from injuries suffered during a bad plane crash in Guatemala.

Some propose that it was during his hospitalization in Los Angeles, where he was being treated for his injuries, that the idea for the story came about. Annabella, a Hollywood actress whose real name was Suzanne Georgette Charpentier and who was married to the famous actor Tyrone Power, visited Saint-Ex frequently in his hospital room. She had played the leading role in the movie Anne-Marie, directed by Raymond Bernard in 1935, for which he had written the screenplay. To keep him company, Annabella read him Hans Christian Andersen’s Fairy Tales, and one of them, “The Little Mermaid,” may have inspired Saint-Ex to create a fairy tale for children himself. According to another variant, it was his American editors, Eugene Reynal and Curtice Hitchcock, who asked him to write a Christmas story. They weren’t very pleased with the result, however: the little prince’s “death” at the end seemed inappropriate for a Christmas story, but Saint-Exupéry stubbornly refused to change his work. It’s also said that Eugene Reynal’s wife, Élizabeth, who was moved by Saint-Exupery’s deep moral anguish during the dark year of 1942, suggested that he invent a story for children as a form of therapy using the little men he was in the habit of drawing almost obsessively, in letters, in the pages of books, and on napkins in restaurants. But it could be that Saint-Exupéry himself had wanted for a long time to write a fairy tale. It could be that he’d proposed a story of this sort to an editor many years earlier. There’s a suggestion of this in an article published in the newspaper Paris-Soir on May 14, 1935. While leaving for Moscow on a reporting assignment, Saint-Ex found himself on a night train seated across from a couple whose child had fallen asleep. The writer was filled with wonder at the grace of this little child, whom he thought had a “musician’s face.” He saw him as a “child Mozart” and wrote, “Little princes in legends were no different from him….” This is the first evocation of a little prince in Saint-Exupéry’s writings, and it seems even more significant in that, wondering about the child’s future, he compared the care that would have to be lavished on him in order for him to grow to what gardeners have to shower on a “new rose” that is born by being relocated in a garden: “You must isolate the rose, tend to the rose, give it special care….”1 As early as 1935, almost ten years before publishing his most famous work, Saint-Exupéry was already associating a little prince with a rose! And during the same period, when he found himself in Moscow one day, he asked a diplomat to draw him a sheep: a strange premonition.2
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