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			Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

			French writer, poet and aviator

			
					Born in Lyon in 1900.

					Presumed to have died off the coast of Corsica in 1944.

					Notable works:	Southern Mail (1929), novel

	Wind, Sand and Stars (1939), memoir

	The Little Prince (1943), novella




			

			Antoine de Saint-Exupéry flew an aeroplane for the first time at the tender age of 12, and immortalised his feelings about the experience in a poem. He never lost his love of writing, and rubbed shoulders with many other writers while living in Paris many years later. In 1926, he began working as a pilot for an airborne postal company founded by Pierre Latécoère (French aeronautical pioneer, 1883-1943), which was renamed the Compagnie Générale Aéropostale the following year. During his time there, he made his mark on the history of postal aviation by helping to establish the first commercial aerial route between Europe and South America, working under the guidance of Didier Daurat (French aviator, 1891-1969). Saint-Exupéry disappeared in 1944 during a reconnaissance flight over Corsica for the Allied forces in World War II (1939-1945), and is presumed to have been killed in action.

			Many of his works were autobiographical in nature, including Night Flight (1931), Flight to Arras (1942), Letter to a Hostage (1944), and The Wisdom of the Sands (1948). His most successful works are Wind, Sand and Stars (1939), which won the prestigious Grand Prix du roman de l’Académie française, and The Little Prince (1943), which is one of the best-selling works of fiction of all time.

		


		
			Night Flight

			The poetic side of adventure

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Saint-Exupéry, A. (2016) Night Flight. Trans. Carter, D. Richmond: Alma Classics.

					1st edition: 1931

					Themes: aviation, heroism, fear, night, overcoming limitations, duty, brotherhood

			

			Saint-Exupéry wrote Night Flight in South America during his time as the director of the Aeroposta Argentina airline, which was a local branch of the Compagnie Générale Aéropostale. The novel tells the remarkable story of how the postal service came to rely on night flights in rickety aeroplanes as a rapid means of delivering mail. Each of these flights was a struggle against darkness (as the planes had no built-in sources of light), the landscape and the weather, not to mention the possibility of technical and mechanical failures. The 23 short chapters of Night Flight describe the complex technical and personal difficulties faced by Rivière (the director of the company), the pilots, one of the pilots’ wives and the ground crew, giving the reader a first-hand glimpse of their thoughts and lives. The novel, which also includes a preface by André Gide (French author, 1869-1951), won the Prix Femina in 1931.




		
			Summary

			The mission

			The story is set in South America, where Rivière, who is in charge of the network that is setting up postal routes connecting the continent with Europe, is attempting to introduce night flights. However, these missions are fraught with danger, and will eventually cost Fabien, one of the pilots he employs, his life.

			Fabien has been tasked with establishing a route across Argentina between Patagonia and Buenos Aires. He flies over a variety of plains and villages, which are described using vivid, lyrical language, makes a quick stop, and then takes off again as night falls. He carefully prepares for the flight ahead of him, during which he will be navigating blind, and contemplates the twinkling lights strewn across the landscape below him once the plane gets in the air. Like the other pilots he works with, he would never be able to give up his job, despite all the dangers that come with it, because it is a real obsession for them.

			Meanwhile, Rivière is in Buenos Aires, where he is waiting for the arrival of three planes, which are due to carry some expedited mail to Europe. Rivière has spent 40 years working alongside the elderly foreman Leroux, and these years of hard work are starting to wear on him, both because of his age and because he feels as though he is fighting an endless war, in which every aeroplane that survives a flight represents a battle that has been won. He is an excellent leader, and encourages his aviators to overcome their fear and do their best every time, allowing the company to prosper.

			Rules and regulations

			The pilot Pellerin lands a plane carrying mail from Chile, clearly relieved to still be alive after getting caught in a cyclone while flying over the Andes (a long mountain range which stretches along the western coast of South America). He and Rivière drive to the company’s office together, accompanied by Inspector Robineau, a dull man who is obsessed with rules and regulations. Rivière also encourages Robineau to be extremely strict with the pilots in order to ensure that they always do their best. 

			During the journey, Pellerin tells the story of his battle against the cyclone, and Robineau begins thinking back on a number of occasions when his lack of knowledge made him feel stupid. Pellerin’s tales about his daring exploits make Robineau feel as though his life is dreary and tedious in comparison, and the loneliness he feels because of his job is weighing so heavily on him that he invites Pellerin to dinner. Pellerin accepts, and while they are talking together at the hotel, Rivière summons Robineau to remind him of the fact that he is Pellerin’s boss. Rivière also orders him to find a pretext to impose some kind of punishment on Pellerin to re-establish their professional boundaries, as Rivière believes that it is imperative for the pilots’ judgement to never be clouded by emotion.

			At the office, Rivière is feeling content, as the evening skies seem clear and calm and everything seems to be going smoothly. He then waits impatiently for a plane to take off again, as every minute they are on the ground seems like a waste of time to him. He begins pacing in an attempt to calm himself down, and ponders the way his preference for the utter solitude of the night sets him apart from the other people in the city. He feels a burst of anxiety every time the telephone rings, in case it means bad news, but the only calls he receives are routine service messages and storm warnings.

			While he is dealing with routine paperwork, he hesitates before signing a dismissal notice for Roblet, a mechanic who has worked for the company for the past 20 years and who has a family to support. However, when he receives a phone call about another breakdown, he steels his resolve and signs the document, knowing that his first priority must be to prevent problems and that the man responsible for a mechanical failure must therefore be fired.

			A turn for the dramatic

			The radio operator on board the flight to Patagonia sees a storm on the horizon, and watches Fabien closely to soothe his worries. Seeing that the pilot is completely focused and seemingly unconcerned, the radio operator begins to feel a certain blind confidence in him. Since better weather has been forecast for the city of Trelew, Fabien decides to fly on in spite of the storm that is brewing. However, the storm rages through the surrounding towns, and the plane finds itself in the middle of a cyclone.

			Since the plane does not have enough fuel to remain aloft until morning, Fabien asks for instructions. He wants to land the plane to wait out the storm, but then realises that he is lost over the ocean. While battling violent turbulence, he sees stars above him and decides to fly up towards them, meaning that he and the radio operator soon find themselves flying 3000 m above the storm. They are left speechless by the beauty of the sky, but they know that they are doomed.

			Rivière is becoming increasingly worried about Fabien, and is trying to figure out if there are any safe locations in the pilot’s vicinity that he could be directed to in order to seek shelter from the raging tempest, knowing that if things go badly wrong, it will put everything he has worked so hard to build at risk.

			No way out

			Fabien’s wife Simone learns about the situation when she telephones the office as usual to ask about her husband’s progress. She demands to speak to Rivière, who feels helpless in the face of her despair, particularly because their outlooks on life are completely at odds: while Simone believes that everyone should have the right to be happy, Rivière believes that nothing is more important than ensuring human progress.

			Fabien and his radio officer are still stuck above the cyclone. Since they only have enough fuel to stay aloft for another 30 minutes, they know that they have no chance of landing safely, and Rivière has lost all hope. Overcome by emotion, he thinks to himself, “two children will, in the wise way in which the world views such things, seem to be asleep. And something will have flowed from the visible world into that other one” (p. 91).

			Meanwhile, Robineau is feeling helpless and useless, and Simone Fabien bears her suffering with great dignity, but like Rivière, she can do nothing but wait. Knowing that a loving relationship is about to be destroyed forever, Rivière starts seeing his employees’ increasingly slow work as a symbol of death.

			Life goes on

			Fabien is left with no choice but to start the descent, as the last of the plane’s fuel has been used up. He sends a message to the office to inform everyone there of his decision, and everyone involved is overcome by grief. Rivière gives some instructions, and then shuts himself away for a while before throwing himself back into his work. For him, neither victory nor defeat holds any meaning: he simply believes in the necessity of constantly moving forward. Robineau feels as though he should offer Rivière some encouragement, but finds himself unable to do anything beyond asking for his next orders when he actually speaks to him, and Rivière tells him that the night flights must continue.

			The pilot who is supposed to be flying to Europe is still sleeping. Although his wife admires him and the life he has chosen, she is filled with sadness by the knowledge that his love of the stars eclipses all else and will inevitably tear him away from her. In fact, when the pilot wakes up, the only thing he can think about is the flight ahead of him, even though he had once turned back on one of his previous missions after being overcome by fear of the turbulence and darkness that engulfed him as he flew over the mountaintops.

			In an attempt to banish his men’s fear, Rivière reprimands him, remembering how much resistance he had to overcome in order to make commercial night flights a reality. The mail from two flights which had survived the previous night, one from Paraguay and one from Chile, is loaded into the aeroplane bound for Europe, which takes off as planned.

		


		
			Character study

			Rivière

			Rivière is a man in his 50s who “look[s], as always, like an eternal traveller. He pass[es] through almost unnoticed, so little space [does] his small figure take up, and so well [do] his grey hair and anonymous clothes blend into every setting” (p. 29). Despite his nondescript appearance, he is “responsible for the whole network” (p. 10) of postal routes throughout South America and across the Atlantic to Europe. He has devoted himself to his work for 40 years, and has “never had the time” (p. 12) for love.

			He is frequently compared to an “old fighter” (p. 11) or a “lion” (p. 103), and his only goal in life is to make night flights a reality. However, he knows that “[t]here is no definite arrival for all the mail planes” (p. 12), which has left him weary (as has his advancing age and the strain of his job).

			He is a skilled leader, and always encourages his employees to do their best, overcome their fears and risk their lives every night: “A human being [is] a piece of unused wax for him, which [has] to be moulded into shape” (p. 24). He also claims that “[t]he men are happy because they love what they’re doing, and they love it because I’m tough with them” (p. 25). He is therefore very strict about enforcing the company’s rules, sometimes even in ways that seem unfair.

			However, his intransigence means that he constantly feels torn between the demands of his duty and his own feelings. In the privacy of the night, his more emotional side occasionally comes to the fore, such as when he starts thinking of the missing pilots as children: “Some humble peasants will probably discover two children, with their elbows crossed over their faces, as though they were asleep” (p. 90). In spite of his accomplishments, he sometimes expresses barely concealed regrets: “Though I would of course like to surround myself with friendship and human kindness” (p. 58). However, he is quick to bury these longings under his sense of duty, even during times of crisis, because “[f]ailures only makes [sic] the strong stronger” (p. 68).

			Robineau

			According to Rivière, Robineau “just doesn’t think anything, […] which prevents him from thinking in a wrong way” (p. 23), and that this trait means that he “helps in many ways” (p. 22). Rivière therefore made him an inspector, believing that he would be able to enforce the rules without his conscience getting in the way.

			Robineau is a dull man whose pride is easily wounded, and “ha[s] just realized that his own life [is] rather grey” (p. 26) in comparison to the pilots’ daring exploits. He would like to do something worthy of admiration: “He would have liked to be able to save the company from a great danger” (p. 27), but he is forced to content himself with writing unimportant reports. He harbours a profound sense of uselessness, weariness and lack of self-confidence, and the gaps in his knowledge frequently make him seem like
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