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LÉON WERTH (1878–1955) was born in Remiremont, France, to a Jewish clothier. Though he was a brilliant student, he dropped out of school to devote himself to writing art criticism, publishing his first critique in the Paris-Journal in 1911. His first novel, The White House, was a finalist for the Prix Goncourt in 1913. Werth was an anti-bourgeois anarchist, a bohemian, and a leftist Bolshevik supporter. In spite of his politics, however, he was assigned to be a radio operator during World War I, until he was diagnosed with a lung infection and released from service. In 1922, he married Suzanne Canard, and she would later also become active in the Resistance. Werth wrote critically of the Nazi movement and colonialism, became a Gaullist, and contributed to Claude Mauriac’s journal Liberté de l’Esprit. In 1931, he was introduced to Antoine de Saint-Exupéry by a mutual friend, and they become extremely close. Saint-Exupéry referred to Werth in three of his books and dedicated two to him. In addition to 33 Days, Werth also wrote Déposition, his journals from 1940 to 1944, while hiding from the Nazis in the Jura Mountains region. He died in Paris on December 13, 1955, at the age of seventy-seven.

ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY (1900–1944) was a poet, philosopher, aviator, and the author of The Little Prince, which has been translated into over 250 languages. His interest in flying inspired him to write Wind, Sand and Stars and Night Flight. He disappeared over the Mediterranean during a military reconnaissance mission in July 1944.

AUSTIN DENIS JOHNSTON, a former editor, spent seventeen years at Time, Inc., where he also supervised French and Spanish translations.
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THE NEVERSINK LIBRARY

I was by no means the only reader of books on board the Neversink. Several other sailors were diligent readers, though their studies did not lie in the way of belles-lettres. Their favourite authors were such as you may find at the book-stalls around Fulton Market; they were slightly physiological in their nature. My book experiences on board of the frigate proved an example of a fact which every book-lover must have experienced before me, namely, that though public libraries have an imposing air, and doubtless contain invaluable volumes, yet, somehow, the books that prove most agreeable, grateful, and companionable, are those we pick up by chance here and there; those which seem put into our hands by Providence; those which pretend to little, but abound in much.

—HERMAN MELVILLE, WHITE JACKET
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EDITOR’S NOTE

This book is based on a manuscript that was smuggled out of Nazi-occupied France in October 1940 by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, who took it to New York with the intent of getting the book published in English. But the manuscript—which consisted of his friend Léon Werth’s firsthand account of his escape just months before from Paris, and an introduction to that account written by Saint-Exupéry himself—was never published, and subsequently vanished. Fifty years later, in 1992, Werth’s French-language text was rediscovered and published by the French publisher Viviane Hamy. However, that edition did not include Saint-Exupéry’s introduction, which remained lost. In 2014, the introduction was rediscovered in a Canadian library by Melville House, and thus this book represents not only the first English-language edition of 33 Days, but the first edition to include both the complete, original text and the introduction, as originally intended by Werth and Saint-Exupéry.

Werth had asked Saint-Exupéry to smuggle the book out of France because, as a Jew, Werth was not allowed by the French government to publish anything. Forced to hide out in France’s Jura Mountains and unable to move about as easily as his non-Jewish friend, Werth also no doubt felt, as did Saint-Exupéry, that an English-language version of his gripping, firsthand testimony might be useful to Saint-Exupéry in his greater mission in going to New York, which was to stir American support for intervention. After all, the story of the massive French flight from the approaching Nazi Werhmacht in May and June of 1940—a migration of such biblical proportions as to now be called by historians “l’Exode,” or “The Exodus”—was largely unknown in the United States. Werth’s account remains, in fact, one of the few eyewitness documentations of the Exodus, which is estimated to have involved more than eight million people, and to have been the largest mass migration in human history.

In New York, Saint-Exupéry did manage to find an agreeable publisher: Brentano’s, a bookstore that during the war years also published French-language books in translation. Saint-Exupéry asked for nothing more than a military parcel consisting of chocolate, cigarettes, and water purification tablets for payment, and was so certain of the publication that he mentioned 33 Days in a book of his own published around that time, Pilote de guerre. However, for reasons that remain unknown, the book never appeared, and the manuscript was lost. Saint-Exupéry was apparently so frustrated by the failed publication that he took his introduction, at least, and expanded it into another wartime book, Letter to a Hostage, with the “hostage” being Werth—who goes unnamed for his protection.

While Werth would survive the war and go on to write numerous books, Saint-Exupéry would not: his plane disappeared while on a reconnaissance mission over the Mediterranean in July 1944, presumably shot down by the Germans.

But 33 Days, in addition to being a vivid and harrowing firstperson account of one of modern history’s major events, and a welcome introduction in English to an important French writer, stands as a testament to a long-term friendship tempered in wartime, that of Léon Werth and Antoine de Saint-Exupéry—who dedicated his most famous work, The Little Prince, to Werth:


I ask children to forgive me for dedicating this book to a grown-up. I have a serious excuse: this grown-up is the best friend I have in the world … He lives in France, where he is hungry and cold. He needs to be comforted.




INTRODUCTION:
LETTER TO A FRIEND

BY ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY

I.

In December 1940, when I passed through Portugal to go to the United States, Lisbon seemed like a kind of bright, sad haven to me. At the time there was a lot of talk about an imminent invasion. Portugal clung to an appearance of happiness. Lisbon, which had built the most beautiful international exposition in the world, was smiling a weak smile, like that of mothers who’ve had no news of a son at the front and are trying to protect him with their confidence: “My son is alive because I smile …” The same way Lisbon was saying, “Look how happy and peaceful and brightly lit I am …” The entire continent loomed over Portugal like a mountain wilderness, swarming with its packs of hunters. A festive Lisbon defied Europe: “Can I be a target when I make such a point of not hiding! When I’m so vulnerable! When I’m so happy …”

At night my country’s cities were the color of ashes. I’d weaned myself off all light, and this radiant capital gave me a strange uneasiness. If the surrounding neighborhood is dark, the diamonds in a too-brightly lit store window attract prowlers. We feel them circling. I feel Europe’s night, inhabited by shadowy monsters, looming over Lisbon. Perhaps wandering groups of bombers were sniffing at this treasure.

But Portugal ignored the monster’s looming. Ignored it with all its might. Portugal was talking about art with an almost desperate confidence. Would anyone dare destroy it amid its cult of art? It had brought out all its treasures. Would anyone dare destroy it amid its treasures? It showed off its great men. For lack of an army, for lack of cannons, it had marshaled its stone guards—the poets, the explorers, the conquistadors—against the invader’s iron. For lack of an army and cannons, Portugal’s entire past barred the way. Would anyone dare destroy it amid its legacy of a grandiose past?

So every evening I wandered sadly through the triumphs of this exposition of supreme taste, where everything approached perfection, even the music, so discreet, chosen with such delicacy, that flowed gently over the gardens, quietly, like the simple melody of a fountain. Was anyone going to eradicate this marvelous sense of proportion from the world?

And I found Lisbon, with its desperate smile, sadder than my darkened cities.

I’ve known, maybe you have too, those slightly bizarre families that reserved the place at their table of someone who had died. They refused to let death in. But I didn’t see any consolation in that. The dead should be dead. Then, in their role as dead, they find a different kind of presence. But these families postponed their return. They changed them into eternal absentees, into friends late for eternity. They traded mourning for a meaningless waiting. And to me these households seemed plunged into an unremitting malaise that was sad in a way different than sorrow. Guillaumet, the last friend I lost, who was shot down flying mail service into Syria, I count him as dead, by God. He’ll never change. He’ll never be here again, but he’ll never be absent either. I removed his place setting from my table—a useless trap that didn’t snare him—and I made him a truly dead friend.

But Portugal was trying to believe in happiness, keeping its place—and its Chinese lanterns and its music—at the table. In Lisbon they played desperately at being happy so that God might be willing to believe it.

But, above all, the ones who made Lisbon so sad were certain refugees, not the outcasts in search of some temporary safety, but those who were repudiating the misery of theirs to become expatriates forever.

Unable to find accommodations in the city itself, I was staying in Estoril, near the casino. I survived intense warfare, given that my group, which had flown missions over Germany nonstop for nine months, had lost three-quarters of its crews in the lone German offensive. Returning home, I’d experienced the grim atmosphere of slavery and the threat of famine. I had lived through the pitch-black night of our cities. And here, just steps from my place, every evening the casino in Estoril was filled with ghosts. Noiseless Cadillacs, with the pretense of going somewhere, deposited them on the fine sand at the main entrance. They had dressed, old style, for dinner. They showed off their ascots or their pearls. They had invited one another to the bit players’ dinner, where they had nothing to say to each other.

Then, depending on their wealth, they played roulette or baccarat. Sometimes I went to watch them. I felt neither indignation nor irony, but a vague anxiety. What disturbs you at the zoo facing the survivors of an extinct species. They set themselves up around the tables. They squeezed against a stern croupier, trying to feel hope, fear, despair, envy and jubilation. Like the living. They gambled fortunes that perhaps, at that very moment, had become meaningless. They used currencies that, perhaps, were discontinued. Perhaps the securities in their safes were guaranteed by factories already confiscated or, threatened as they were by aerial bombing, already being destroyed. They were drawing funds from Sirius. In resuming the past, they were trying to believe in the legitimacy of their excitement, the validity of their checks, the perpetuity of their contracts, as if nothing on earth had begun to collapse several months ago. It was unreal. It was a dolls’ ballet. But it was sad.

No doubt they felt nothing. I left them. I went for a breath of air along the shore. And the sea at Estoril, at this resort town, this domesticated sea, also seemed part of the game. It pushed a single, feeble wave, glistening brightly with moonlight, into the bay, like an inappropriate ball gown.

I met my refugees again on the ship. The atmosphere on this ship also exuded a mild anxiety. The ship was transferring, from one continent to another, those who had been called back to life. I thought: “I’d gladly be a traveler; I don’t want to be an emigrant. I learned a lot of things when I was young. I want to use them.” But here are my refugees pulling little address books from their pockets. The remnants of their identities. They were still pretending to be someone. They were clinging with all their might to some meaning. “You know, I’m so-and-so …,” they said, “… from such-and-such city … the friend of so-and-so … Do you know so-and-so?”

And they told you the story of some friend, or some position, or some misdeed, or any other story that could connect them to anyone. But, because they were expatriating, none of this past was going to be of use to them any longer. It was still very warm, very fresh, very alive, like the memories of a love affair are at first. You make a bundle of letters, tie them together with great care. You add a few souvenirs. And, initially, the bundle develops a melancholy charm. Then a blonde with blue eyes walks by, and the bundle dies. Because the friend, the position, the hometown, the memories of the house fade too when they’re no longer useful …

They felt that keenly. Just as Lisbon pretended to be happy, they pretended to believe they were going to return soon. The prodigal son’s absence is easy: it’s a false absence because, behind him, his home remains. Whether someone is absent in the next room or on the other side of the planet isn’t important. The presence of someone apparently far away can become more substantial than before he left. That’s what happens in prayers. I never loved my home more than in the Sahara. Never was a woman more present to others than the fiancées of sixteenth-century Breton sailors rounding Cape Horn and weakening against the wall of headwinds. From departure, they already began coming home. It’s their return they were preparing when hoisting the sails with their thick hands. The shortest route from the port in Brittany to their fiancée’s house went through Cape Horn. But here my refugees seemed like Breton sailors whose fiancées had been taken from them. No Breton fiancée lit a humble lamp in her window for them anymore. They weren’t prodigal sons. They were prodigal sons without a home. That’s when the real journey outside oneself begins.

How to reconstruct yourself? How to remake the dense fabric of memories inside yourself? So this ghost ship was full, like limbo, of souls to be born. The only ones who seemed real, so real we’d have liked to touch them with a finger, were those who were part of the ship and, dignified by real functions, carried platters, dried pans, polished shoes. And, with a certain contempt, served the dead. It’s not poverty that earned the refugees the crew’s mild disdain. It’s not money they lacked, but substance. They were no longer the man of such-and-such a household, with such-and-such a friend, such-and-such a position. They pretended to be, but it was no longer true. No one needed them, no one was going to ask them for help. How wonderful that telegram is that upsets you, gets you up in the middle of the night, sends you to the train station: “Hurry! I need you!” Friendships are made quickly with those who help you. They’re made deliberately with those who ask to be helped. Certainly, no one hated my ghosts, no one envied them, no one importuned them, but no one loved them with the only love that mattered. I thought: they’ll be busy from the moment they arrive with welcome cocktails, consolation dinners; they’ll get the most helpful reception from a generous America. There one can knock on any door, ask and receive. But who will knock on theirs asking to be taken in? “Open up! It’s me!” A child must breastfeed a long time before he demands. A friend must be cultivated a long time before he claims friendship’s due. Generations must ruin themselves repairing a crumbling old château to learn to love it.

II.

So I was thinking: “The main thing is that what we have experienced resides somewhere. So do the customs. And the family celebrations. And the house with memories. And so on … What’s most important is to live for the return.” And I felt threatened to my very core by the fragility of those distant poles on which I depended. I risked experiencing a true desert and began to understand a mystery that had long puzzled me.

I spent three years in the Sahara. Like so many others, I fantasized about its strange powers. Whoever has experienced life in the Sahara, where everything appears to be nothing but solitude and destitution, nonetheless mourns those years as the most beautiful they’ve lived. The phrases “nostalgia for the sand, nostalgia for the solitude, nostalgia for the space” are nothing but literary formulas, and they explain nothing. Yet it’s here, aboard this ship teeming with passengers piled on top of each other, that for the first time I felt as if I understood the desert. Certainly, the Sahara offers nothing but flat sand, or more precisely gravel, as far as the eye can see, for dunes there are rare. There, nothing visible is moving. There, you are separated from everything you love. You wallow endlessly in the atmosphere of boredom. And yet invisible divinities are there building a network of routes, gradients and signs, a secret, living musculature. Uniformity doesn’t exist. Everything is oriented. Even a silence there doesn’t resemble another silence.

There is a silence of peace, when the tribes are reconciled, when the evening cool returns and it seems as if you were putting in, sails furled, at a quiet harbor. There’s a silence at noon, when the sun suspends all thought and movement. There’s a false silence when the north wind flags and insects appear, ripped away from oases in the interior like pollen, presaging a sandstorm from the east. There’s a silence of brewing plots, when you know that some distant tribe is simmering. There’s a mysterious silence when the Arabs gather for their indecipherable confabulations. There’s a tense silence when a messenger is late returning. An acute silence when, at night, you hold your breath to listen. A melancholy silence if you’re remembering someone you love.

Everything has its focus. Each star sets a true course. They are all stars of the magi. They all serve their god. One points the way to a far-off well, hard to reach. And the distance that separates you from the well looms like a castle wall. One points the way to a dry well. And the star itself seems dry. And the distance that separates you from the empty well is all uphill. Some other star serves as a guide to an unknown oasis that nomads have rhapsodized about, but which rebellion makes off-limits to you. And the sand that separates you and the oasis is a field of fairy tales. One points the way to a bustling city in the south, delightful as sinking your teeth into fruit. One, the way to the sea.

Still-more-distant poles magnetize this desert: a house in France that remains a vivid memory. A potluck long ago with comrades. A friend you know nothing about except that he exists.

Thus you feel fraught or invigorated by force fields that draw or repel you, that you approach or resist. You are well-based, well-oriented, well-positioned at the center of the cardinal directions.

And since the desert offers no tangible splendor, since there is nothing to see or hear in the desert, you are forced to recognize that, far from being lulled to sleep, your inner life grows stronger and that man is animated above all by invisible structures. Man is ruled by spirit. In the desert, I’m worth what my deities are.

Whether in the Sahara or not, space is always animated for us by vital currents. Just as in the desert if I have the feeling of distance, it’s the influence of a far-off well, and if in the mountains I have the sensation of an abyss, it’s gravity pulling me downward, so if I’m rich in magnetic poles aboard this depressing ship, it’s thanks to Léon Werth’s house, among others. For Léon Werth is my friend.

France is not an abstract deity. France is not a history textbook. France is not some ideology. France is the flesh that sustains me, a network of connections that rules me, a collection of axes that are the foundation of my affections. That’s why I need those to whom I’m attached to outlast me. To be oriented, I need them to exist. Otherwise, how would I know where or what to return to? That’s why, Léon Werth, during my crossing I so needed to reassure myself of your presence in that house in the Jura that I knew so well, so that one of the cardinal points of my world would be preserved. Only then, while wandering distantly in the empire of your friendship, which has no boundaries, could I feel like a traveler and not an emigrant. For the desert isn’t where we think it is. The Sahara is livelier than a capital, and the most crowded of cities becomes a desert if the essential poles of life are demagnetized.
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