My father, an airline pilot, loves airplanes more than anything. Determined to share his
love of flying with me, he gave me his favorite book for my eleventh birthday: The Little Prince,
by French pilot and author Antoine de Saint Exupéry.1 I read it immediately and cried at the end.
No book had ever made me so sad, though I sensed that I did not quite understand its complexity.
At the sunny kitchen table, I looked at the black-and-white image of the author’s face on the
back flap and wanted to connect with him, longed to understand why he had written such a sad
ending, wondered what he had meant to say. These questions began my collection.
To find answers, I set about searching for Saint Exupéry’s other five books, which were
listed in the front of The Little Prince. My collection started with English-language editions of
Saint Exupéry’s works pilfered from my father’s bookshelf while he kindly looked the other
way. I started a journal of my favorite quotations, ones that I thought best expressed the beauty
of flying or the tragedy of war; from Saint Exupéry I learned that “what is essential is invisible to
the eyes.” For my twelfth birthday, I received a biography of Saint Exupéry for my very own,
and discovered that my favorite author had never learned to speak English. I knew then that I
could never truly understand him without speaking his language. After persuading my parents to
drive me to the local Borders, I acquired the French edition of The Little Prince, laid the two
editions side by side, and tried to puzzle out the French. I felt a connection with “Antoine” that I
had never felt with another author; his native language was mysterious and beautiful, he was a
pilot like my father, and his face on the book flap had looked so kind, and so sad.
As I grew older, I saw more clearly how complex Saint Exupéry’s stories were. Both his
fiction and nonfiction works are part autobiography, part philosophy, part adventure story—and
all have hidden meanings that only became clear to me once I started to read in earnest about his
life. What was most important to him? I wondered. Who did he love most? What made him
smile? As classes and French movies improved my language skills, I started to collect the French
editions of his books, collections of his drawings and letters, and memoirs written about him by
his family and friends. Consulting the bibliography of my first Saint Exupéry biography, I
ordered books online from Amazon.fr and AbeBooks, visited used bookstores in my hometown
to scour their French sections, and when my family made the yearly drive to visit relatives in
Boston, I begged to stop in New York to visit the French bookstore Éditions de la Maison
Française. At this point in my collecting experience, I bought every French book about Saint
Exupéry that I could find—there were so few that this posed no problem! Through my reading, I
came to understand that duty to a higher cause was important to him, that he loved open cockpit
airplanes and sometimes loved his wife, and that playing the piano by rolling oranges on the
keyboard made him smile. I created a fuller picture of him as a human being by reading the
anecdotes of his friends, and I was able to understand the origins of many of his favorite themes
(responsibility, friendship, the complexity of human nature).
Soon I became interested in more than Saint Exupéry’s own life and stories; he wrote so
fondly of his airline and his friends who joined him on adventurous flights down the coasts of
Africa and South America. I started my investigation into the lives of his friends by looking at
the dedications of his books. Terre des hommes is dedicated to Saint Exupéry’s fellow pilot and
best friend with the phrase “Henri Guillaumet my friend I dedicate this book to you.” Vol de nuit
is dedicated to Saint Exupéry’s favorite airline boss, Didier Daurat.
On my first visit to France, a family vacation in eighth grade, I made a beeline for the
Aéropostale sections of a Parisian aviation bookstore and the gift shop of the Musée de l’Air et
1

Though his name appears on book covers as “Saint-Exupéry,” I have chosen to write it without a dash ever since I
learned that he preferred it that way (American publishers added the dash so that readers wouldn’t call him “Mr.
Exupéry”).

de l’Espace. I had never seen so many books about Saint Exupéry and his friends—more books
than I could afford or fit in my suitcase. For the first time, I had to decide which books would
become part of my collection. Thinking back to the dedication of Terre des hommes, I chose to
focus on Saint Exupéry’s best friends Henri Guillaumet and Jean Mermoz. I picked out
biographies of those two men and relished the chance to see pictures of them and read their
stories for the first time. I was thrilled to have tracked down the only two (short) biographies of
Guillaumet ever written, and stored them carefully next to my biographies of Saint Exupéry
when I returned. Next to these I placed a collection of Mermoz’s writings and a full-color history
of the friends’ mail airline, Aéropostale, which I chose because of its long section on Didier
Daurat.
Understanding the lives of Saint Exupéry’s friends and the history of his airline gave me
more nuanced insights into his writing. I had never been interested in literary criticism of Saint
Exupéry, as I had decided that I wanted to figure him out on my own terms. Each time I reread
his main works, I recognized in them more of the names, more of the landscapes, and more of
the emotions from his life. I began to collect with the intention of tracing the effects of Saint
Exupéry’s life on his writing—how did the deaths of his friends affect his themes and his tone?
How did his writing change when he left the airline to fight in World War II?
When I arrived at the University of Chicago, short on money but excited by all the books
around me, I used the library to expand my collection. Although I couldn’t keep the books
forever, I spent many an evening in the stacks perusing the Saint Exupéry section and planning
what to add to my own shelves. By this time, I knew the familiar stories of “my” Aéropostale
pilots: Saint Exupéry in charge of a remote desert airport, Guillaumet in the Andes, Mermoz’s
flight across the South Atlantic. In the stacks, I searched out books about Saint Exupéry’s lesserknown comrades. I also focused on books with images of Saint Exupéry I had never seen—most
recycle the same images, so when I came upon a new picture, I added that book to my list. It is
sometimes hard to believe that I will never meet Saint Exupéry, but I am glad to have many
pictures of him.
When I studied abroad in Paris last year, I passed two bookstores on the walk to class. I
saved money to purchase some of the books I had seen at the library, and found a new biography
by chance. So that I could carry my suitcase home, I limited myself to books with new images
and new anecdotes about Saint Exupéry and/or his friends. Now, I can reread my collection and
answer many of the questions that were mysteries to me when I was younger. I see that Saint
Exupéry’s life and his creativity were shaped by an often debilitating depression that I could not
grasp when I was a child. My understanding of Saint Exupéry has grown with me, and my
collection has allowed me to revisit the old stories and interpret them in new ways.
As I prepare to leave college and start my next stage of life, I will continue to search out
books about Saint Exupéry and expand the Aéropostale part of my collection. Next on my list to
purchase is Didier Daurat’s memoir, Dans le vent des hélices, as well as an amusing memoir by
an American woman who tried to teach Saint Exupéry English in New York. Eventually I would
like to acquire Bibliothèque de la Pléiade’s volumes of Saint Exupéry’s complete works, because
this edition intersperses his published writings with relevant private letters and drawings.
Questions about how Saint Exupéry’s circumstances shaped his writing and what life was
like at Aéropostale will continue to guide me as I collect. My collection will move with me
wherever I end up; Saint Exupéry has become my friend. I keep collecting so that I can keep
creating a deeper understanding of him, the author of the first book to make me cry.
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