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Antoine de Saint-Exupéry: the daredevil author went missing while flying a reconnaissance mission over the Mediterranean in 1944 

Author's wartime mystery resurfaces 

Saint-Exupéry's disappearance is one ofFrance's literary riddles. 

The recovery of a silver chain may solve it, writes Susannah Herbert 


ONE of French literature's 
great mysteries - the final 
hours of daredevil author 
and aviator Antoine de 
Saint-Exupéry - may be 
solved after a Marseilles 
fisherman netted fragments 
of his crashed aircraft and 
an inscribed silver 
wrist-chain. 

The chain bears the name 
Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, 
the address of the writer's 
New York publisher and the 
name of his wife, Consuelo. 

It was found by Jean­
Claude Bianco while fishing 
between Marseilles and La 
Ciotat, and has triggered a 
fresh search for the 
wreckage of the American­
built Lightning P38 
reconnaissance aircraft in 
which Saint-Exupéry 
disappeared on July 31, 
1944. M Bianco said 
yesterday: "1 saw the name 
Antoine and thought to 
myself, 'That's my middle 
name'. Then 1 saw Saint­
Exupéry and 1 thought, 'It's 
not possible, l'm dreaming'. 
1 was astounded." 

Saint-Exupéry's death at 
the age of 44 eut short a 

remarkable life and robbed 
France of one of its most 
revered writers, the author 
of The Little Prince and 
Wind, Sand and Stars. 

A pioneer of airmail 
routes in Africa and South 
America, Saint-Exupéry was 
an experienced but eccentric 
pilot whose insistence on 
returning to active service 
after the fall of France 
worried his friends and 
infuriated his superiors. 

He was grounded in 
Aigiers by the Americans in 
1943, after he crashed a 
Lightning. 

When he complained of his 
punishment to the American 
colonel in charge, saying, "1 
want to die for France", the 
answer was curt: "1 don't 
give a damn if you die for 
France or not, but you're not 
going to do so in one of our 
airplanes." 

Characteristically, Saint­
Exupéry proved the 
Americans wrong. 

Although overweight, 
over-aged and insouciant to 
the point of irresponsibility, 
in 1944 he persuaded his 
superiors to let him fly 

reconnaissance missions 
over France from Sardinia 
and Corsica, brushing off 
pleas to quit with the words: 
"l'Il follow through now. 
The end is no longer very far 
off, 1 think." 

He was declared "missing 
presumed lost" on July 31, 
six hours after leaving 
Corsica on a mapping 
mission of the region east of 
Lyons. 

ln 1948, he was officially 
deemed to have died for his 
country, but despite endless 
speculation and the work of 
the Saint-Exupéry's 
Footsteps Association, no 
one has yet proved exactly 
how he met his fate - or 
even where. 

Henri-Germain Delauze, 
the head of an underwater 
exploration firm, said 
yesterday that one of the 
pieces of wreckage 
discovered with the chain 
was a metal support rib for 
the radio. 

He and his team are 
searching for the rest of the 
missing aircraft in a 175­
square-mile area between 
Marseilles and Bandol. Henri-Germain Delauze with the silver wrist-chain 



Wreckage of Little 
Prince author's 
planè found in sea 
Mystery ofpioneer's final flight is solved 
60 years on, writes Henry Samuel in Paris 

ONE of France's most 
enduring mysteries has been 
solved with the discovery of 
the wreckage of the aircraft 
piloted by Antoine de Saint­
Exupéry, a.uthor of the 
children's classic The Little 
Prince. 

Two pieces of his Lockheed 
Lightning P38, which 
vanished on July 31,1944, 
during an Allied 
reconnaissance mission, have 
been pulled from the 
Mediterranean near 
Marseilles. 

Archives confirmed that 
the manufacturer's serial 
number, 2734L, stamped on a 
piece of salvaged fuselage, 
matched that of Saint­
Exupéry's plane. 

"1 had tears in my eyes 
when 1 saw the number," said 
Pierre Becker, the head of 
Géocean, one of the 
engineering companies 
involved. 

The discovery ends more 
than half a century of 
speculation over the final 
resting place of the 
aristocratic adventurer and 
author, whose blend of 
pioneering aviation, 
phHosophy and literary 
genius made him one of 
France's most beloved sons. 

The Little Prince, a 
disarmingly simple tale about 
a little boy who recounts his 
space-travelling experiences 
to a pilot he meets in the 
Sahara, is believed to be the 

third best-selling book on the 
planet, beaten only by the 
Bible and Karl Marx's Das 
Kapital. 

Much of his writing 
recounts the perilous and 
poetic experience of flying, in 
submission to what he calls 
"those elemental divinities ­
night, day, mountain, sea and 
storm". 

He fust flew a plane at the 
age of 12. Much later he 
crashed in the Sahara and 
walked for days without 
water before being rescued. 

For what turned out to be 
his final flight, he took off 
from Corsica in good weather 
on a mission to photograph 
German troop movements in 
the Rhone valley. 

He never returned and it 
was not clear where or why 
he crashed. 

The hunt moved to the 
Marseilles area in 1998 when 
a fisherman recovered a 
silver bracelet with the 
inscription "Saint-Ex", 
"Consuelo" (his Salvadorean 
wife) and the address of his 
American publishers. 

Sceptics branded the find a 
fake but, in May 2000, Luc 
Vanrell, a professional 
French diver, located parts of 
a P38 plane about 230ft down 
near the island of Riou off 
Marseilles. 

A state ban on further dives 
meant he could not retrieve 
the pieces untillast October. 
"The parts were given an acid 

bath and once they resumed 
their former appearance the 
serial number appeared," 
said Philippe Castello, a diver 
and aviation expert who 
compiled the culture ministry 
report on the plane. "When it 
tallied with Lockheed's 

Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, who ilIustrated 
his book The Little Prince, left, crashed 
white flying a Lockheed Lightning PaS 

'We are thinking of 
a near-vertical dive 
at high speed' 

mechanical problems or 
suicide. 

But one of the most 
enduring is that, at 44, Saint­
Ex, as the French calI him, 
was simply too old to fly an 
aircraft known to be difficult 
to handle. 

number for Saint-Exupéry's 
plane, we were all speechless. 
We had to go over it four 
times to be sure we weren't 
dreaming." 

The mystery of why the 
plane crashed remains. 
"There was no bent 

propeller, no bullet holes," M 
Castello said. 

"Loo king at the pieces, we 
are thinking of a hypothesis 
of a near-vertical dive at high 
speed. But that's just a 
guess." Theories have ranged 
from hostile gunfire to 


