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THE MOST DANGEROUS PLACE ON EARTH





Our battered Toyota sped across the dusty road, keeping pace with the convoy vehicles in front that we were charged with protecting. That stifling noon of Monday, 7 June 2005 was already proving to be a nightmare. Our Iraqi drivers had been appalled that we were delivering a load through the ‘Sunni Triangle’ north of Baghdad, one of the most dangerous places on earth. Their fears and the condition of our ageing trucks had already slowed down the convoy as it went from our compound near the Abu Ghraib complex in Baghdad towards Fallujah, the heartland of the insurgency that was tearing Iraq apart.


Worse still, our route would, by necessity, take us north of Fallujah as we headed towards our final destination of al-Habaniyah, along a narrow, elevated road that had already proved itself one of the favourite hunting grounds for local insurgents.


As usual, our team leader, Yves M., had cried out ‘Allah Ackbar’ (God is Great) over the radio as we left the security compound that morning to try and encourage everyone, but the cry didn’t get the usual hearty response and, when our Iraqi drivers answered half-heartedly, I knew that I wasn’t alone in being desperately worried about this mission. But at least I had my ex-French Foreign Legion mate, Denis B., on the convoy security detail, along with Yves, an ex-French Army veteran, and Sean L., a former member of South Africa’s private security Ronin outfit. Yves had also served in the Croation Army during the Balkans conflict, so he had combat experience and knew what he was about.


But no trip near Fallujah was ever without its risks, even for the American troops in their heavily armoured M1 Abrams battle tanks. The craters that littered the dusty roadside were a mute testament to the attacks that had already earned Fallujah its fearsome reputation. But today all we were escorting were trucks loaded with beds and billet equipment for soldiers of the new Iraqi Army, hardly the stuff that insurgents would target – if, that is, they knew what was inside the trucks. To them it could as well be ammunition or medical supplies. Or they might simply relish the chance to kill a few more infidels.


I sat in the rear of the speeding saloon and tried to maintain my focus. As my years of French Foreign Legion training had taught me, often it was the little things that kept you alive. I had two bags for my gear stowed carefully by my side, one for fighting from inside the car and one in case I had to get out of the vehicle in a hurry. Each rear door was draped with my body armour, ready to be grabbed at a moment’s notice.


The heat was stifling and, as I gazed out the window, the whole countryside seemed to be burned brown. The only bit of colour came in flashes of green from a few stunted palm trees, and even they were hard to spot through the dust clouds. Fuck it, but there was dust everywhere. If you expected violence on arrival in Iraq, you certainly weren’t disappointed, but no-one warned you about the dust, the flies and the heat.


On my lap was my AK-47 Kalashnikov assault rifle, with extra clips of ammunition stuffed into virtually every pocket and cubby-hole I could find. I was firm believer in the old infantryman’s motto that you can never have too much ammunition. Directly in front of me was my Iraqi driver, Arkan H., and alongside him an Iraqi security contractor, Wisam D. They were both married men with families, and I knew they wouldn’t be doing this job unless they really needed the money. But there wasn’t much talking, we were all too busy staying focused on what was going on along the roadside.


Today, we had to protect ten old articulated trucks heading from our secure compound in Baghdad to an Iraqi police depot just outside al-Habaniyah. To deliver the trucks and their cargo we would have to cross the insurgents’ own backyard. The key was getting there and back out again as fast and as discreetly as possible. The security detail involved five vehicles, mostly old, battered Opels, BMWs and Toyotas, like my saloon. These kinds of cars were far better for maintaining a low and discreet profile – if you drove a powerful new jeep you might as well have a neon sign over your head flashing ‘foreign security contractor’. These civilian convoys were as hazardous as our job could get. And in a country gradually tearing itself apart with violence, this area between Abu Ghraib and Fallujah was the epicentre of Iraq’s carnage.


I was assigned to the convoy’s centre as the Counter Attack Vehicle (CAV). I had to ensure that the long line of trucks stayed together and, in the event of an attack, I also had to try and prevent any segment of the convoy being isolated and overrun. In an ambush, I was expected to respond to threats in any situation, and, if necessary, to give the insurgents something to think about while the rest of the convoy got out.


But just keeping the convoy together was proving difficult enough. The articulated trucks were all old, had been in constant use since the Coalition invasion and, most worrying of all, were prone to breaking down at precisely the wrong time. Not one of the trucks or security vehicles would have been allowed on a European or US road. And yet our very lives depended on these clapped-out artics.


Some 12km from al-Habaniyah, one of the trucks got stuck as we swung off the main supply road and on to an old dirt track. This was our worst nightmare. We were in bandit country, we had to deploy our Iraqi security detail – plus, we also had to cope with the possibility of the US military mistaking us for insurgents. Sure enough, as we desperately worked to get the truck moving, a US patrol swung on to the same dirt track and, spotting our armed Iraqi guards, instantly deployed in a defensive formation as if we were insurgents.


None of us underestimated the danger we now faced. US patrols had lost so many troops that some had naturally adopted a ‘shoot first and ask questions later’ policy when faced with possible threats. Before the American patrol could fully deploy, we had to order our Iraqi contractors back into the vehicles and Sean walked, hands held over his head, towards the lead US vehicle, an armoured Humvee, to try and explain our predicament. He walked slowly, his hands in clear view and repeatedly shouting, ‘Friendly force, friendly force’, not an easy task when you know a .50 calibre heavy machine-gun is trained directly on you. One blast from that weapon is enough to cut a man in half. But, after a few nervous minutes, the US patrol lowered their M16 assault rifles and, at last, acknowledged who we were.


I sat in the car and nervously fingered the trigger guard on my AK-47. The thought flashed across my mind that this was a strange place to find a chef from Cobh, Co Cork. Whatever about joining the Foreign Legion for a military life, Pádraig O’Keeffe certainly never thought he’d end up at thirty-five years of age sitting in a battered old Toyota with only a Russian assault rifle for protection in probably the most dangerous place in the world. I took a final nervous drag on my cigarette and waited for what was to come next.


It took us almost an hour to get the truck free of the soft sand and moving again, more than enough time to advertise our presence to any insurgents in the area. By the time we had all the trucks moving again, the traffic coming against us had become quite heavy. Within twenty minutes of our truck breaking down, I had noticed a steady increase in traffic on the road. We had never seen this level of traffic coming out of al-Habaniyah before – and, interestingly, the traffic was all moving against us, as if people were leaving the area for a specific reason.


With their previous ambushes and use of improvised explosive devices (IEDs), the insurgents had proved that they were evolving a very special skill in killing Coalition troops, as well as Iraqis working for the Interim Government and, most of all, the private security contractors, like myself, who undertook the security jobs no-one else wanted.


I smiled grimly as I realised that, far from being in the safest part of the convoy, the killing fields of Iraq had shown that the convoy centre was where the initial attack almost always came. The insurgents had previously favoured attacking a convoy at the front and rear, in the normal manner, thereby trapping it. But, because of how convoys in Iraq were being protected, the insurgents were now often attacking in the centre, hoping to cut the convoy in half.


Attacks were also mounted at the start and end of our missions as we left or returned to our Abu Ghraib compound: this danger was reflected in the fact the Iraqi police and foreign security contractors had erected a special security zone around the area, which required vehicles to pass through almost two hundred metres of three-metre-high blast walls which lined either side of the approach roadway, forming a kind of tunnel. This was supplemented by machine-gun posts and pill-boxes. And yet the attacks still came on a weekly basis and you had to maintain high alert even at the very end of a job.


Now, as we finally approached a hamlet just a few kilometres from al-Habaniyah, we drove along an elevated road with mud-brick houses on either side. Not much farther to travel, I thought, and we’d be okay. I kept a light grip on my rifle and fought the urge to re-check the magazine – I‘d already checked it at least six times. Just one kilometre ahead we would have to make a tight left turn, enough to force us to slow our pace dangerously and spread out the convoy. As the turn loomed ahead, I repeatedly scanned the buildings for any sign of movement, because I realised that if I were going to hit this convoy, that is where I‘d mount my attack.


The US patrol had already informed us that the track we were following towards al-Habaniyah was effectively no-man’s land. One US Army Sergeant, in a quiet aside to our security team as we worked to free the stranded truck, advised us not to use the route and to head back to Abu Ghraib. He warned us that there were no Coalition forces in the area and that the hamlets around al-Habaniyah were believed to be rife with insurgents. While we were told that we would receive Coalition assistance in any emergency, none of our security team held out much hope of it in reality. We knew we were on our own. But what could we do? If we abandoned the trip and headed back to Baghdad, we’d only have to bring the convoy back out here again tomorrow. Better to take our chances and run with the convoy now.


As we approached the turn, out of the corner of my eye I caught sight of a figure huddled by the side of a mud-brick building to my left. I mentally registered his position and continued to scan the road ahead. I looked back to scan the house a second time and, sure enough, I could now clearly see the man crouching with an AK-47 in his hands. Instinctively, I knew that this was the moment we’d all dreaded. Time seemed to freeze as my Legion training began to take over.


The crouching figure slowly began to raise his arms and I could see the distinctive shape of the AK-47. I knew I had to signal the ambush to the rest of the convoy. We’d be cut to pieces if we ended up trapped amongst these buildings sitting on a elevated roadway some six feet above ground level.


Without thinking, I levelled my rifle and emptied a full magazine at the figure, seeing several rounds hit him. Almost instantly, I could hear a hail of fire erupt in reply from all around us. I shouted to Arkan to accelerate and get us away from the turn, and he was screaming back at me, ‘Mujahedin, Mujahedin.’ Seconds later, the windows of the Toyota exploded in a shower of fragments and I realised that Wisam was already dead, his bloodied head resting on the dashboard beside Arkan.


Suddenly I saw that the trucks ahead of me had stopped moving, and I instantly knew that something was seriously wrong. Our Toyota had barely rolled to a stop behind a truck when I ordered Arkan to sweep around it and move to the front of the convoy to find out what was wrong and why we were stopping in such an exposed position. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a civilian truck coming against us and, caught in the wrong place at the wrong time, it erupted in a hail of Kalashnikov fire from the insurgents. The truck ground to a halt and its cab partly shielded our saloon as we finally pulled up beside our own convoy artics. The poor civilian truck driver was dead within seconds. I didn’t know it at the time but that civvy truck would probably save my life.


I hardly registered the sound of multiple 7.62mm rifle rounds crashing into the Toyota as I realised that, instead of coming from the left where I had shot one insurgent, the bulk of the ambush fire was now coming from my right. Within seconds of stopping, the Toyota was being carved apart by rifle fire and I knew that if I was to live through the next few minutes I had to get out of that car fast. Arkan was already out and taking shelter. As I kicked open the rear right door I felt a blinding pain in my elbow and realised I‘d been shot. But with my injured arm I was still able to hold and fire the AK-47, and with my other arm I held my body armour in front of me as a shield. I could see the body armour flapping from the ‘thud’ of incoming rounds. I fell on to the roadway, still firing my rifle one-handed, and was instantly shredded by glass fragments that now littered the roadway.


I knew I had to find cover fast, so I combat-crawled on my elbows across the roadway, around the Toyota and into the shelter provided by my car and the stranded artics. I ignored the pain in my arms, only afterwards discovering that I’d torn lumps of flesh from my hands and arms as I crawled over the broken glass. But the incoming fire was incredible. I could hear 7.62mm rounds crashing through the car, the artics and even striking the roadway, tearing chunks of stone and clay up into our faces.


I shouted to Arkan to push the car underneath the first artic in the convoy for extra protection from the incoming fire. Incredibly, the young Iraqi managed to do it, pulling against the frame of the car door at the front and sliding the big Japanese saloon underneath the front bumper of the artic. The instant I heard the ‘thud’ of the Toyota wedging itself underneath the old truck, I opened fire again, emptying a full magazine at the distant buildings where the fire against us was most concentrated.


And then, from directly behind us, all hell broke loose …
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DREAMING OF BEING A SOLDIER





I was born on 18 September 1970, the day the rebel guitar legend Jimi Hendrix died. I’m not sure if that had implications for my attitude towards authority in later life, but I like to think it may have been an omen!


Cobh is my home town – a town with strong military links. From a young age the whole idea of a soldier’s lifestyle attracted me strongly, though neither my father, who was a member of An Garda Siochána, the Irish police force, nor my mother, who was a nurse in Cobh hospital, had military connections.


Over the years, it also dawned on me that I didn’t really like the classroom. It’s not that I wasn’t smart – my early school reports from the local national school were all pretty good – the problem was that, like generations of youngsters before me, I liked having fun much more than doing my schoolwork. Then for two years I was sent as a boarder to Scoil na nÓg in Glanmire, about eight miles away. This was an Irish-speaking school and I loved every minute of my time there and got on really well. Whereas some kids struggle when they’re away from their home environment and regard boarding school with a kind of dread, I seemed to thrive on it. That was another lesson, something else that attracted me.


Unfortunately, my time at secondary school wasn’t quite so happy. I didn’t help matters much by focusing more on enjoying myself than on doing what my teachers wanted. I wasn’t a problem student, I just didn’t like the classroom regime and, most of all, the homework that kept me away from my friends and sports. I was by now a fervent soccer fan and my favourite team was Manchester United. At times, my week revolved around ‘Match of the Day’ on Saturday night and the occasional live match. When it came to a choice between United and homework, there simply wasn’t a contest! The teachers increasingly regarded me as a ‘messer’.


My other great interest was the Vietnam War. I don’t recall precisely what triggered my fascination with South-East Asia, but, by my mid-teens, I was tracking down every book I could to find about Vietnam and its famous battles, from Khe Sanh to the Mekong Delta and the TET offensive. Mention anything to do with Korea or the Vietnam conflicts and I was spellbound. Not only that, but I liked reading about the great military outfits of the world, from the US Marine Corps through to the Spetsnaz units of the former Soviet Union. By my mid-teens, I could describe virtually every military campaign from 1945 onwards.


Slowly, it began to dawn on me that this was the kind of life I would like to lead. I thought that being a soldier was a noble profession, and it was the kind of career that truly tested your mettle. I felt it asked hard questions of you – about your courage, your discipline, your loyalty and your commitment to a cause. Above all, I was fascinated by the whole idea of comradeship and the way men in military units formed a bond that went beyond race, creed or colour. Without realising it, I had made my career choice, even though the process of trying to fulfil it was still some years away.


I sat my Intermediate Certificate exams in 1985 but I couldn’t wait for an excuse to quit school. By this stage, I’d got a weekend job working in the Commodore hotel in Cobh. My job was collecting empty glasses from tables in the bar and restaurant and loading them into the dishwasher. It was pretty mind-numbing stuff, but it seemed to me to pay reasonably well and, at sixteen years of age, it gave me a taste of what life outside the classroom could be like. I spent every waking moment trying to think up ways to get out of going to school. My parents had bluntly refused to tolerate me quitting without having either a job or an apprenticeship lined up. They made no secret of the fact they really wanted me to sit the Leaving Cert and work hard at getting into third level or a decent pensionable job like the Gardaí or civil service. I suppose it’s what every parent wants for their child, but it simply wasn’t for me.


One weekend I happened to hear that the Commodore was looking for kitchen staff and I asked the chef about my chances of getting a job. He put in a good word for me and the manager told me there was a job for me if I wanted it. It was like music to my ears, and I almost floated home to tell my parents about the wonderful, not-to-be-missed opportunity that had come my way! Reluctantly they surrendered, but only on condition that the job offered the prospect of a full-time career. So I quit school at last and went to the Commodore hotel as their youngest trainee chef.


In the mid-1980s Ireland was a pretty grim place to be. There weren’t many jobs on offer, the economy was struggling and the rate of emigration threatened to match that of the late 1950s. A lot of guys with very good Leaving Certs and even college degrees were having to go overseas for work – and yet here was I with a full-time job and money into my hand each week! I thought I was the luckiest guy in town, particularly as Cobh was hit worse by the recession that most other places, with its old, heavy industries shutting down.


For me, the next year or so was like a dream. The work was hard, the hours were long and pretty unsocial, and, to be honest, the pay wasn’t particularly great. But I was out of the hated classroom, I didn’t have exams to worry about and, best of all, I had money in my pocket when I was heading out with my friends on my night off. Working in the town’s biggest hotel also meant that I was known to the various barmen in town so I was looked after in terms of discounts and drink promotions.


Actually, I was surprised to find that I was quite good at cooking. I also took pride in what I was doing. I had come to admire the chef Gordon Ramsay, who demanded absolute passion of all his chefs: the very second I heard him use the word ‘passion’ about the dishes he was preparing, I was hooked. His approach was something I tried to apply in my own cooking and, as a result, I got on very well wherever I worked. In fact, passion is something I try to apply to everything I do in life.


By now I’d grown into quite a determined character. I wasn’t afraid of hard work and I liked the honesty associated with it. With my background, I was always going to have a blue-collar outlook on life and, today, that’s something I’m very proud of. I suppose you could say my approach to life in general began to solidify at this stage. If I worked hard, I expected exactly the same from others. I also respected people who spoke their mind even it was something I didn‘t particularly like to hear, and, over time, I grew to hate anyone who played politics and ‘flip-flopped’ with their opinions and loyalties. From pretty early on in life, I also realised that respect was something that had to be earned, never demanded. As for failings, well, there were plenty of those too. I could be stubborn and, like plenty of other young men, I thought I was pretty much infallible at times. I could also fall victim to the old Gaelic failings – drinking and talking too much. I even ignored good advice about not taking up smoking, and have pretty much paid the price for it ever since. But I was also protective of my family and I put great store in the trust of my friends. All in all, I was a typical Irish teen and revelling in my new-found place in the world.


I stayed for just over a year with the Commodore before I got the chance to move to Cork city where one of the biggest hotels, then the Fitzpatrick Silversprings, was hiring staff. It was a higher profile position, the money was better, and it was an important advancement in my career as a chef. Best of all, I quickly became friendly with the manager, John Gately, and he began to help me along the career ladder. But what I didn’t confide to anyone outside my family was the fact that, while I may have had the potential to become a good chef, I was by now only interested in a military career.


Sadly, my determination to escape from school hadn’t made entry into the Irish Defence Forces any easier for me. Ireland was caught in the grip of a serious recession and the Government in power was determined to slash costs and public expenditure wherever possible. One of the things this hit was defence spending, and recruitment to the Defence Forces was only slowly, and very reluctantly, allowed. At the same time there was huge demand, given the security of employment that came with a Defence Forces job, and the army were able to impose strict academic criteria for their potential new candidates.


Needless to say, it seemed to help your case if you had a father, brother or uncle already in the forces. I had no-one directly connected with the Defence Forces – and a fascination with the Vietnam War wasn’t likely to impress too many Irish army officers! Even so, with no Leaving Certificate and no contact within the Defence Forces, I went ahead and mailed my application. The interview, when it finally came, easily proved equal to my worst nightmare. The interviewing officer clearly wasn’t impressed by what he was reading on the resumé in front of him. I answered his questions honestly and spoke about how I was committed to having a military career and felt I would be an addition to the Defence Forces. His answer still haunts me almost two decades later. He told me he didn’t think I had what it took to be a soldier. He hurt me to the core of my being – but, in hindsight, I feel the man did me a favour as I wouldn’t have wanted to serve under someone who could destroy a young man’s hopes in that manner.


The only hope he held out to me was that, because I was working as a chef, I could perhaps work in the army as a cook. Some chance! A few weeks later, a letter from the Defence Forces arrived at my parents’ house and, when my mother handed me the official envelope, I knew the contents before I even opened the letter. But, far from being devastated by this rejection, I felt angry and insulted. I knew I had what it took to be a soldier and, no matter what the demands, I’d prove it. I vowed to prove them all wrong.


I considered my options. There were three that I could think of: joining the US Marine Corps, the British Army or the Spanish Foreign Legion. Strangely, I never thought of the French Foreign Legion at this time. I had no interest in joining the British Army and felt that the Marine Corps was the most obvious and attractive choice. The Corps were almost always involved in overseas deployments and that’s what I craved above all else. They were also one of the most impressively equipped forces, and any Marine could expect to be trained in the use of the most modern and high-tech military equipment. But, unfortunately, I quickly learned that the Corps, at that point, were not recruiting anyone who wasn’t a US citizen – despite this I attempted to enlist when I was in Miami.


My next choice was the Spanish Foreign Legion, an outfit which ranks as tough as it is unknown. Traditionally, the Spanish Legion recruits from parts of the former Spanish empire, particularly from South and Central America. Its training regime is feared and its soldiers are reputed to be amongst the toughest in the world. When I was on holidays in Spain I decided to travel to a Legion recruiting office in Cadiz where I attempted to enlist, but they told me the Legion had been closed to foreigners for some years.


So it looked as if I was destined for a career in the kitchen. But the one positive thing about working as a chef is that there is never a shortage of work, and you can pretty much pick and choose the jobs to suit yourself. At that point, I liked being in Cork and being close to Cobh – and even though I was working in Cork city, I still lived and socialised in my home town where I had a great circle of friends.


One of the things about growing up in Cobh was that you had to learn how to defend yourself. Every port or harbour town has its own demands – the streets always seem a little tougher, a bit meaner. Cobh is no exception to that rule. For the most part, it’s a quiet town, but, if you’re involved in a row or a dispute, you had better be able to defend yourself, particularly if there are a few drinks involved in the equation. I’ve had more than my fair share of fights over the years, usually because of something silly being said or a few drinks too many being consumed. But, from my early teens, the one thing I realised about myself was that I was never intimidated by the size of a guy trying to ‘sort me out’ or even the number of guys standing behind him threatening me. I always stood my ground, and, in Cobh, I knew I had friends who would never stand by and watch me being taken on by a gang. But those were also innocent days when a fight meant a confrontation with fists and never with a bottle or a knife. And, invariably, in the following days the fight was forgotten about, grudges weren’t carried and you usually found yourself mates with the lad again.


But I began to tire of life in the Silversprings kitchens. It was time to look around for a change. And, much as I loved Cobh, the thought of going somewhere else began to attract me. I remembered how happy I had been as a boarder at primary school and I figured that maybe getting out of Cork for a while would do me good. After all, I was just turning twenty years of age and thought that I was well and truly ready to see the world. The question, rather, was whether the world was ready for me? And, sure, if my move didn’t work out, well, there was nothing stopping me from moving back home. And the blessing of being a chef was that there were always jobs on offer in some hotel or restaurant. So I decided to set a pattern for the rest of my life – I decided to take a chance.
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EARNING THE KEPI BLANC





It’s a long, hard road from a hotel kitchen in Cork to the French Foreign Legion recruitment base at Castelnaudary. But that was the journey I decided to take after a chance occurrence on a lazy summer afternoon.


After working at the Silversprings, I’d taken up a new position at the Slieve Russell Hotel and Country Club in Ballyconnell, north of Belturbet on the old Cavan to Ennis-killen road. My old boss, John Gately, had transferred to Cavan and he had offered me the opportunity to go and join him. He assured me, before he left Cork, that it was a move I wouldn’t regret.


There were a lot of reasons not to make the move – Cork was my home, and Cavan, well, it wasn’t Dublin or London in terms of its nightlife. But I got on very well with John and he was a superb operator in the hotel business. I knew he’d be exceptional for the Slieve Russell, which already had a reputation as a good hotel. I knew, with John at the helm, I’d get on pretty well there and who knew where that might take me? I was itching to leave anyway. So I decided to take a chance and I swapped Cork for Cavan.


At first I wondered about the wisdom of the move. The hours were long, the pay wasn’t great. But at least I was doing something I enjoyed and that was what counted for me. I also knew that the experience of being away from home was good for me, and Cavan, despite my preconceptions, was actually a lovely town with decent people and a thriving nightlife. For a twenty-year-old, it wasn’t half bad at all.


Then, one day in early June 1991, I was assigned to a split shift. This effectively wrecked your entire day, though you did have a couple of hours off mid-afternoon to prepare yourself for the evening shift in the kitchen. I decided to go into Cavan to kill a few hours. Normally, I’d have gone for a few pints and read the sports pages to catch up on how my beloved Manchester United were doing. But, this time, I decided to just wander around the town. To this day, I don’t know what possessed me to walk into a local bookshop; if I’m honest, I think it was fate guiding my footsteps. But, just seconds after I entered the shop, a book caught my eye. It was by Simon Murray and called Legionnaire, and as soon as I picked it up it transformed my life.


Flicking through the pages, I knew straight away that I had found my calling. It sounds ridiculous, but I was never so sure of anything in my life as the conviction in that instant that I wanted to be a Legionnaire. It was as simple as that. Up until that point, I didn’t even know what a Kepi was.


But I was immediately fascinated by the Legion – its history, its legends and the fact that, at once, it opened up all the doors that I thought had been shut to me. While I laugh about it now, initially I assumed at first that to join up I had go to Sidi-Bel-Abbès, the legendary former home of the Legion in Algeria, which had been abandoned in the 1960s! But, checking quickly through the book, I realised I just had to get to Marseilles and, without thinking twice, I strode out of the bookshop and looked for the nearest travel agency. I was so excited I didn’t even buy the book right then. Within five minutes of taking a short break from the hotel kitchen, I had booked a one-way ticket to Marseilles and the Legion depot at Aubagne. My life had just changed course. The main reason for the one-way ticket was to show myself how determined I was – though the fact that I was broke and wanted to save money on the return fare may also have been a factor!


I knew virtually nothing about the Foreign Legion except what I had picked up in the brief glance at the book: the fact that their famous cap was called a ‘Kepi’ and that the Legion had bases in Marseilles, Aubagne and formerly in Sidi-Bel-Abbès. The legendary discipline, the desertion rates, the physical demands of training and the gruelling overseas assignments – I knew nothing about those yet. Still, the discovery of the Legion and its Aubagne recruitment base was like Christmas come early.


I got back to the hotel at 5.00pm and immediately handed in my notice. I gave my boss the required seven days’ notice and worked five of the next seven days. I was careful not to explain why I was going to France. I think I was worried that someone might laugh at me. I did manage to take one day off to get my gear ready for France – and a second day I reserved for going on the lash with my workmates.


I never once had second thoughts. It never even entered my head to consider whether I had made a mistake. I had no misgivings – it just felt so natural. It was a calling that I felt I had been waiting for all my life for. I know some people would take weeks or months to agonise over such a huge decision, but it took me less than five seconds to make up my mind and I’ve never once regretted it. To be honest, I was more than ready for it and it was no major decision to walk out of that bookstore and book a ticket for France and the Legion. I had just made the easiest decision of my life, yet I was about to step off the face of the planet as I knew it. I just couldn’t wait.


A week later, a friend from the hotel drove me from Cavan to Dublin airport for the flight to Marseilles. I had told no-one what I was doing, especially not my parents, relatives or friends in Cobh. I suppose I was afraid that they’d try to talk me out of it. Even the friend who drove me to the airport, who worked alongside me in Cavan, only found out what I was doing en route as he wanted an explanation about why I was going to France.


When I left Dublin airport I had my life’s belongings with me – a one-way airline ticket, a Cork City football jersey, shaving gear and the sum total of about IR£10 in cash. Not much for a twenty-year-old heading out on the greatest adventure of his life. On the flight, all I could think about was getting to the Legion base as fast as I could. I was very excited about the prospect of finally having a military career.


I had so many thoughts going through my head. How tough would it be? Would I be able to handle the physical and mental challenges? I had by now read the book on the Legion but, to be honest, I knew that the book only scratched the surface. Deep down I had a tremendous belief in myself. I knew I wanted to be a soldier, and I knew I had what it took. Once I stayed true to myself, I figured, I would be okay.


Marseilles is a tough town, and, surprisingly, the Legion is not particularly popular here. I didn’t know it then, but wearing that white Kepi did come at a price. When I got off the flight, I didn’t speak French, I had hardly any money, but I still hadn’t a second thought about joining the Legion. I caught a bus from the airport into Marseilles and, after a few hours, managed to get the train to Aubagne, the main Legion recruiting base. Aubagne is about 17km east of Marseilles on the Toulon road and is home to the 1st Regiment (RE) of the Foreign Legion as well as being the Legion headquarters. As I got off the train at Aubagne, I had my first introduction to the Legion when I spotted two Legionnaires in full uniform returning from leave. I stood back and tried to soak it all in – I was overwhelmed and knew, in that very instant, that I definitely wanted to wear that Kepi. I promised myself that, in six months’ time, I’d wear the same uniform and take my place in La Legion.


I wasn’t being cocky. I guessed that basic training in the Legion would be tough. But it was tough in every elite military outfit, wasn’t it? I promised myself that, no matter what I had to go through, I’d come out the other side a fully-fledged Legionnaire.


I made my way to the taxi-rank outside the station and simply said to the driver: ‘Foreign Legion.’ I didn’t even know the correct French title for the Legion but he knew straight away what I wanted and drove me to First Regiment’s base outside the town. This is known as ‘The Mother Regiment’, and Aubagne is where the Legion motto, Legio Patria Nostra (The Legion Is Our Fatherland), is inscribed on the HQ wall.


As we approached the barracks, the driver, in very broken English, explained that he would stop the car about a hundred metres from the gate. He explained that it would be far better if I walked that distance to the barracks – apparently recruits are not normally known to arrive by taxi. The base was surrounded by a high stone wall – I couldn’t see anything inside it beyond the guard post that marked the entrance.


People join the Legion for many different reasons. Some are running away from something in their lives – a crime or a failed romance. Others are trying to prove something to themselves – that they’re tough enough or have conquered their fears. But for me it was that I wanted to have a military career and wear that white Kepi – as far as I was concerned I was running towards something, not away from anything.


Walking through the gate, I wondered how many guys had turned around at the sight of those gates and said: Fuck this, it isn’t for me. It never occurred to me to stop and have second thoughts. That one hundred metres is one of the fastest walks I’ve ever made in my life.


The guard at the gate seemed to understand instantly what I was about. After a few minutes, I was brought inside the gate and, suddenly, from being surrounded by civilians I was amongst Legionnaires, some wearing the white Kepi, others in green berets and combat fatigues. The officers, I noted, wore a black Kepi. The signing-up process took about two hours. I waited while a Sergeant was called and, when he finally arrived, I found myself being interrogated in pidgin English.


I had to produce whatever papers I had on me, including my Irish passport, and, a few minutes later, I was handed a threadbare Legion tracksuit and told to change out of my own clothes. I didn’t know it at the time, but the moment I handed my passport to the Sergeant, I legally belonged to the Legion. Now, fifteen years later, you’re officially Legion property when only you sign your five-year contract – but back in 1991 I belonged to them the minute my red passport disappeared into the buff Manila folder on the Sergeant’s desk.


The very first thing you learned was that the Legion wouldn’t tolerate bullshit. Seconds after I had handed over everything I owned, a second new recruit learned the hard way that the Legion demanded a specific code of behaviour from its members.


The guy had arrived, like me, to join up, but had left a couple of loose, disposable razors in his holdall. When the recruiting Sergeant put his hand inside the bag to examine its contents, he slashed his hand on the razors, and, in what seemed like a blur, his fist whipped out of the bag and delivered a haymaker to the side of the guy’s face, knocking him out cold. I stood there and thought: Fuck! What have I let myself in for here?


I eventually spent three weeks in Aubagne, and it was very much an acclimatisation for Legion life. You learned to march, you learned to keep your gear in order, you learned to salute properly and you began your introduction to what it meant to be a Legionnaire. And I had my first introduction to the dreaded corvêe – the cleaning routine. One Legionnaire I met years later reckoned that he spent more time wielding a mop and broom than he ever did a rifle. Aubagne taught me that the Legion takes cleanliness to almost psychotic levels. Being on corvêe duties meant spending your whole day cleaning – first your barracks, then the floor, then the toilets and finally, perhaps, the entire parade ground. If one thing in Legion life was to be avoided at all costs, it was corvêe duties, and, needless to say, that was impossible.


I found the training tough at the beginning. I had no military background – I had never thought of joining the Reserve Defence Forces at home. Now I was in basic training with guys drawn from virtually every army in the world. We had guys who were ex-Russian Spetsnaz special forces, former US Marines and former South African Army personnel. I reckoned some of these guys were as tough if not tougher than some of the training Sergeants. Yet here I was, a chef from Cobh, who had never touched, let alone fired, a rifle in my life. The most dangerous thing I’d ever handled was a boning knife as I filleted meat in the Slieve Russell kitchen. And now I was expected to be a Legionnaire on the same level as these guys.


The first lesson learned was also the most important in the Legion: keep your mouth shut and do precisely what you are told. And at the end of my second week in Aubagne I learned just how wise that policy was. In the bunk bed to the left of me in the barracks was a Romanian guy who really fancied himself as a hard man. For the previous few days, he’d been mouthing off about how easy the training was and how much tougher it had been for him in his previous army service. I kept my mouth shut, even though he was beginning to piss me and others off. One night, as we were all sleeping, three Caporals (Corporals) came into the billet, dragged this guy out of the bunk below me and proceeded to beat the shit out of him right in front of us. We were stunned – and the next day he was gone. We never saw him again.


As time went on, I began to make a few friends and learn the ropes of Legion life. One man – Corporal Jones from England – helped me out a great deal. ‘Jonesie’ marked my card: what to do, what to avoid and how to make the training that bit easier. He put me right on everything, and, in particular, on a Legion practice nicknamed ‘Gestapo’, which was aimed at ascertaining everything the corps needed to know about its new recruits. This was a series of interviews, which almost bordered on interrogation, about your previous life.


The first session lasted about three hours and was like an A to Z of your life to date. It was a grilling that went on for several further sessions over an entire week, and, if any aspect of your story didn’t gel, you were out. The Legion interrogators were incredibly adept at identifying recruits who were trying to hide something in their past – in most cases a criminal conviction or an ongoing problem with the police. If they were suspicious, they could devote two entire sessions to asking the same question in about two hundred different ways. As Jonesie explained, one of the worst crimes in the Legion is to be caught lying, and it’s not something that would be sorted out the easy way – at the receiving end of a fist or boot.


Traditionally, the Legion was willing to turn a blind eye to recruits who had misunderstandings with the law in their own countries – unless, of course, it involved murder. And even that qualification was a relatively recent addition. But the Legion insisted on knowing why recruits wanted to be Legionnaires and any criminal past was a crucial factor in that.


Luckily, I had nothing to hide and I wasn’t running away from anything except, perhaps, the admission that I had worked as a chef and was afraid I‘d be sent straight to the Legion kitchens. When it came to the second stage of the Gestapo interview, my answers were still the same and I think they realised I was genuine about why I wanted to join up. But I was two weeks at Aubagne when ‘Jonesie’ approached me to say my father had rung the Legion asking whether anyone by my name had tried to enlist. I simply told Jonesie that the Legion was my family now and I had no regrets or second thoughts about leaving life in Ireland. I was offered the chance to enlist under a different name but I said no, my name is Pádraig O’Keeffe, I have nothing to hide. And I’d keep my identity until it was confirmed as Legionnaire O’Keeffe.


Unfortunately, after I left Aubagne, I never again met Jonesie. I always wanted to link up with him again, maybe buy him a few drinks because he was one of those guys who helped me a lot when I needed it most. Soldiers often say that the true strength of an army is found with its Corporals and Sergeants, and Jonesie was typical of that.


Ironically, the only issue I had with the Gestapo was that, after hearing about my rejection from the Irish army and my career as a cook, one Legion officer suggested, as I had feared all along, that I train as a cook for them. But this wasn’t something I had travelled all the way to Aubagne for. I wanted a rifle in my hands not a chef‘s ladle.


After the Gestapo, we faced into a gruelling series of medical and fitness tests. The latter were tough enough to frighten even the most experienced recruits. Jonesie had warned me: keep running no matter how tired or exhausted you are – because if you collapse you have to start crawling around the parade ground. I also realised that the tests weren’t as much about fitness as attitude – in the Legion, just when you think you’re finished, you dig deep and find that extra reserve inside yourself. Not for nothing has the Legion unofficially adopted as one of it mottos: Marche ou Crève (march or die).


I was pretty fit arriving at Aubagne – but, my God, did I need it. Parades were followed by marches where we learned the unusual Legion marching style, which is done to a different rhythm and cadence that a normal army style. Then we usually had forced runs, all aimed at pushing us to the limit.


But the three weeks in Aubagne flew by. I passed all the tests with flying colours and, in fact, a lot of the time was spent simply hanging around waiting to see who was going to be thrown out. We all knew that the real training would start at Castelnaudary. But the Legion mystique had a heavy presence at Aubagne – the Legion museum was there alongside the monument to the Legion dead. You really got a feeling of belonging to something very special. In the years that followed, arriving back at Aubagne from leave was like coming home. For me, it was where I felt safe, where I had finally found my calling.


And, to be honest, I never thought of the training as raw brutality. We were involved in very serious business here – if any one person didn’t do their job properly, others could die. So the training had to be realistic and tough. I think there was very much an ethos of: If you can’t take what we dish out, then fuck off because you shouldn’t be here. Another factor was that the Legion wanted teamwork and had very little time for show-offs. I remember at one point coming out into a corridor and seeing a former Spetsnaz soldier showing off by doing Bruce Lee-style kung fu kicks. But he too ended up on the receiving end of a few beatings, all aimed at bringing the high-flyers down a peg or two. There was the Legion way and the wrong way, and everyone had to learn that.


The funny thing is, surrounded by all these dangerous types, the humble Cork chef was more than holding his own. The Legion wasn’t a dream for me any more, it was a daily reality. In fact, I think being so young and having no military experience actually helped me. I never thought I knew more than the training instructors, and I was so scared of making a show of myself that I focused hard on everything I was asked to do. I think I wasn’t experienced enough to know just how intimidated I should have been. The Legion could mould me exactly as it saw fit.


Before moving to Castelnaudary, I got my first real token of Legion acceptance. Recruits who are processed through Aubagne and sent for basic training receive a red (rouge) tag for their epaulettes, a small sign that they’ve climbed the important first rung on the Legion ladder. When I got my rouge, it was fantastic – the only feeling greater than it was when I finally got to put on my white Kepi as a fully fledged Legionnaire.


But any sign of overconfidence was well and truly knocked out of us at Castelnaudary. Known to Legionnaires simply as ‘Castel’, the town is in the Aude Department and is located on the main Toulouse to Carcassonne/Narbonne road. Castel is home to the 4th Regiment of the Foreign Legion and is the main training base for the Legion. All eight thousand members of the Foreign Legion know that at Castel true Legionnaires are forged. Raw recruits are treated like raw iron – you are hammered, moulded and hammered again until you emerge from Castel like hardened steel. And, for that reason, it is feared. For the first time, we got to wear brand new combat fatigues complete with the green beret, though that initially lacked the full regimental head-badge. The trip by civilian train from Aubagne to Castel went by in a flash –we were all excited and a bit intimidated at what lay ahead of us. All the recruits were in a special carriage set aside for Legion use. It seems a bit ridiculous to admit it but, on the train, we were all like children heading to the seaside and wondering would we ever get there.


The training barracks is about 12km outside the town and, for the couple of hours while we travelled from Aubagne and then waited for the military buses to transport us out of Castel town to the barracks, our Sergeants were relaxed and chatty. It was a scorching hot July day and several Sergeants were enjoying a few cold beers. It actually crossed my mind that all the reports about the brutality of Castel were wrong. Hell, I thought, these guys are actually decent enough. Maybe the next four months won’t be so bad after all.


But that mirage was well and truly shattered the instant we passed through the barracks guard-post later that afternoon. Our bus hadn’t even slowed to a stop when the training cadre stormed up to the coach, burst through the doors screaming like demons and dragged us all out on to the parade ground. There are times when I close my eyes now and can still hear the cursing and shouting – the complete mayhem – as the NCOs got stuck into us for the first time. We literally fell over each other in our headlong rush to get off the bus – and still we earned a few punches and kicks from the NCOs. All we wanted was to get out into the open as fast as we possibly could.


If Aubagne had given me a romantic image of the Legion, Castel taught me what being part of an elite military outfit was all about. That, and the price to be paid for it in training. For the first time, I wondered what the fuck I was doing here. It was mayhem – total and utter madness. There were maybe twenty different nationalities amongst us forty


recruits, and, despite the daily language lessons, the majority of us still spoke very little French. And here we had some of the toughest NCOs screaming at us in French. We didn’t know precisely what to do yet, but we all understood that we’d better find out fast or we were in deep shit for the next few weeks.


Castel pushed the boundaries for us recruits. We marched past the point of exhaustion, we sang the Legion marching songs until we were hoarse, we were dragged out of our billets while half-asleep for manoeuvres, and we began learning about our weapons until we could strip them down blindfolded. Even the smallest failure – misunderstanding a French word or failing to clean your kit properly – resulted in either a punch or a kick. Recruits had teeth knocked out, went on marches while black-and-blue from beatings and were usually cold, hungry and exhausted. But slowly we began to adjust to the Legion way of life. It was hell at the beginning when every single boundary was pushed to the limit. Each recruit discovered precisely what they could endure – and also what they could achieve.


We learned the Legion history: its famous battles, the legendary last stands and the honour that stood at the core of every regiment. The Legion was unique as a military outfit and intensely proud of the fact. For instance, no other army in the world would commemorate a battle where Legionnaires were not only defeated but virtually wiped out. However, because of the incredible courage shown against impossible odds at Camerone in Mexico on 30 April 1863, the battle is a huge part of Legion folklore. Just three Legionnaires survived from sixty-two who refused to surrender to a Mexican army of more than six hundred. When the three survivors were taken before the Mexican commander he was astonished, and stated that they were ‘not men but demons’. The French Emperor Napoleon III immediately decreed that Camerone Day be commemorated. The Legion marks 30 April each year as Camerone Day (and so do I still, to this day), and officers annually serve breakfast to enlisted men as part of the Camerone tradition. The senior officer killed that day, Capitaine Danjou, had only one hand and his wooden prosthetic was recovered after the battle. The hand is now revered at Legion headquarters in Aubagne as one of the corps’ most prized icons. But, despite the history lessons at Castel, most of all what we ordinary recruits learned was just how much punishment we could take and just what wearing the white Kepi truly meant.


I was lucky in ways at Castel. There was a small group of English-speaking recruits and while we were forbidden to speak anything but French, we discreetly chatted amongst ourselves about what was going on. I quickly became good friends with an English guy by the name of Nick Peters. Some time later I learned that ‘Peters’ was his Legion name and his real name was Pears. He’d already served in the British Army so he knew the military lifestyle pretty well. He was also a decent bloke. We worked together pretty well – and, though we didn’t know it at the time, our paths would cross again in Iraq in less happy circumstances. Of the group of forty recruits, about sixteen were English-speaking: myself, two other Irish lads, a few Brits and two Danes who spoke fluent English. Strangely, we had only one American in our recruit cycle; he was a decent guy with the nickname ‘Tungsten’.


We were assigned to a barrack room that held twelve recruits. Our training NCO, Caporal Santos, had his bunk in the same room. We quickly learned that Cpl Santos was a man obsessed – mostly with making our lives a total misery as he forged us into true Legionnaires. The man was an incredible soldier, but I also suspected that he might be a lunatic. Santos was French, and that spoke volumes about his level of commitment to the Legion. Whatever about foreigners joining the Legion, a French national who wants to wear the Kepi as an ordinary trooper pays a huge price for the honour. He has no option but to change his name, he is not allowed receive mail, he has no contact with his family, and, for the most part, the regular French Army attempts to treat him like shit. As if all that isn’t enough, he generally has to enlist in the Legion under an assumed nationality, usually Belgian, Swiss or Spanish. Since the tradition had been for the Legion to take in anti-social and even criminal elements, it was seen as not being suitable for ‘respectable’ French recruits, and the attitude lasted.


Needless to say, it’s different for officers. The top three or four officer cadets from France’s famous military academy at St Cyr are offered a Foreign Legion posting, and most grab the chance. Nothing looks quite as impressive on a military resumé as having held a Legion command. The fact that Legion postings almost inevitably involve combat was an extra vital ingredient for officer promotion.


But for Cpl Santos and thousands of other Frenchmen, wearing the Kepi was all the proof that was needed of what they had achieved in life. Santos was on a promotion route within the Legion and that meant getting us recruits through basic training before he moved on to his course proper. Another Caporal attached to our recruit cycle was Australian – Cpl Hamilton-Byrne – and he was even more frightening than Santos. Tall, lean and one of the toughest bastards I ever met, Cpl Hamilton-Byrne pushed the training boundaries beyond anything we could believe. But we took it because we knew that he had taken precisely the same thing himself. Both Santos and Hamilton-Byrne were preparing for their Sergeant’s courses. Our other NCO, Cpl Munch, was German and was also on a promotion cycle. Cpl Munch was much more approachable than the others, and, if you had a problem, he was the man to turn to.


And, by God, did we have problems. We learned to sing the French Foreign Legion marching songs, word-perfect, even though most of us didn’t speak much French. One word wrong and, after a screaming session complete with a few punches and kicks to focus the mind, the entire recruit class would begin the song cycle again. The Legion even has its own book of marching songs: Carnet du Chant. Its marching songs are amongst the most famous of any army in the world and include ‘Kepi Blanc’, ‘Schwarze Rose’, ‘En Algerie’. One of the very few pleasant things at Castel was watching and listening to a unit as they marched, all singing, across the parade ground. Maybe it was my imagination, but every back seemed to straighten and every eye seemed to clear as those marching cadences swirled around the barracks. Those moments made you feel proud to be part of La Legion.
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