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MAP 1 Neuilly, north-west Paris, April 1871
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MAP 2 North-east Paris, May 1871
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MAP 3 Western Algeria, c. 1871 – 1900
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MAPS 4a & 4b Tonkin, and area of operations 1883 – 85
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MAPS 5a & 5b Vicinity and siege of Tuyen Quang, 1885
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MAPS 6 Dahomey, 1892
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MAP 7 Tonkin, c.1895, with detail of the Yen The region, c.1892
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MAP 8 & 9 The advance from Majunga to Antananarivo, 1895; and general map of Madagascar, 1895-c.1905
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MAP 10 Morocco, c.1900
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MAP 11 Algerian-Moroccan border country, c.1900 – 1905
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MAP 12 Lower Oued Guir and Oued Zousfana, c.1900 – 1905
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MAP 13 Figuig, May – June 1903
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MAP 14 El Moungar, 2 September 1903 (after Holtz)
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MAP 15 Central Western Morocco, from the Chaouia to the High Atlas
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MAP 16 Boudenib, September 1908
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MAP 17 Fes, May 1912
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MAP 18 Northern Morocco, c.1906 – 1921
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MAP 19 The Middle Atlas: the Zaian front, and the Tache de Taza
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MAP 20 The Rif Wasr, 1925 – 26; (detail) the central Ouergha front
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MAP 21 Recommended post layout, Morocco, 1920s – 30s (after Vanègue)
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MAP 22 Remains of post at Astar, 2007
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MAP 23 South Central and South-East Morocco, c.1930 – 34
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MAP 24 South-West Morocco: the Sous and the Anti-Atlas, c.1929 – 34




Glossary and abbreviations




Transliteration 

All transliteration of Arabic is basically phonetic; it always involves the insertion of chosen Roman vowels, and there are often several alternative Roman consonants, so sources transliterated into French, English, Spanish and German over the past century inevitably confront the reader with inconsistencies. The choice of rendering the term for a watercourse as oued or wad, for example, for a walled village as ksar or qsar, and tribal name prefixes as ouled or awlad, beni or bani, is clear enough, but others are less so. I lost count of the number of spellings for the Middle Atlas Berber tribe rendered in these pages as the Ait Segrushin, and of the apparently random spellings of place names on both early and modern maps printed in different countries – for instance, the mountain heartland of the Ait Atta Berbers is variously given as the Djebel Sahro, Jebel Sarho or Jbel Saghru.

After a brief moment of insanity when I contemplated trying to standardize all spellings, I recalled that this book is not intended for linguistic specialists, and I took an entirely arbitrary decision: linguistic purity and consistency have been ruthlessly sacrificed to clarity of recognition. Most Arabic names are given in the French forms found in general sources (using, e.g., djebel, oued, Chaouia, Tahami el Glaoui rather then jbel, wad, Shawiya, T’hami al-Glawi), but even so I have not been rigidly consistent (e.g., preferring Dawi Mani over Doui Menia). For Berber names I have usually copied the forms used by Professor Ross E. Dunn and/or David M. Hart. I have omitted diacritical marks; and I have sometimes deliberately chosen among alternative spellings to reinforce the differences between similar names for different persons and tribes (in a very few cases a common alternative spelling is given in parentheses after the first use of a name).

A similar problem faced me in the chapters on African and Indochinese campaigns, where I have adopted a similarly cavalier solution. Vietnamese names are usually given in their separated syllables without hyphenation, e.g. Tuyen Quang, but these days it would be pedantic to insist on Ha Noi or Hai Phong instead of the familiar elided forms.

In this, as in all other matters, any errors and infelicities are entirely my own.




Glossary 
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Abbreviations of French unit titles, etc 
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Picture captions




Photograph Section One: 


1 The Legion’s unexpected battlefield in the streets of Paris, spring 1871. This is the Rue Peyronnet in the western suburb of Neuilly (today, Rue Peronnet, three streets north of the Avenue Charles De Gaulle). During 16 – 19 April 1871 it marked the left-hand edge of the Foreign Regiment’s perimeter in the street-fighting against Dombrowski’s National Guards; this and the parallel Boulevard d’Argenson one block south were the most heavily shelled part of the regiment’s sector, where four days in the line cost the Legion 129 casualties.

 




2 The ruins around the canal harbour of the Basin de La Villette, crossed by the Foreign Regiment on the morning of 27 May 1871. Most of the visible devastation was caused not by shellfire but by the previous day’s massive fires and explosions in the large grain warehouses. (Both images Eugene Schulkind Paris Commune Collection, courtesy University of Sussex Library)

 




3 A gateway of the citadel at Bac Ninh in Tonkin; the town was stormed by General de Négrier’s légionnaires on 12 March 1884, but the Chinese regular garrison fled without defending the citadel itself. The outer defences of the town – and of Son Tay, which the Legion did have to storm – were almost identical. Note the fringe of bamboo spikes projecting downwards from the wall parapets, and the huge pile of bricks raised to block access to the gate tunnel for troops assaulting across the moat bridge. (Engraving Lancelot, from Hocquard’s photo)

 




4 Small single-screw Navy gunboat on the Clear river, probably at Phu Doan, December 1884. French troops relied upon the rivers for many tactical movements, and on the gunboats themselves for fire support and some transport – here several dozen troops are shown crowded onto the deck. This is presumably the same class of vessel as Mitrailleuse, the gunboat anchored off Tuyen Quang fort during the siege; note the single gun at the bow, and the armoured crowsnest mounting what looks like a light ‘Gatling’-type revolving cannon. With a crew of 12 ratings, these boats were an ensign’s command – a dream posting for any adventurous young officer. (From Hocquard)

 




5 The fort at Hue Thué in the Yen The highlands was skilfully held by troops of the Tonkinese rebel mandarin De Nam, and a major French operation was required before it was captured at the third attempt in January 1891; the Englishman  Frederic Martyn of II/1st RE had taken part in a failed attempt the previous month. The drawings made later by a 2nd Brigade intelligence officer show elaborate Chinese-style brick walls protected outside by panji-sticks, both in the open and concealed in ‘wolf-traps’ (left); beyond these were a palisade and a thick abatis. (From Manington)

 




6 This squad, probably from II/1st RE, are halted in the jungled Yen The hills near Cho Trang in 1892. They wear white sun helmets and grubby khaki-drill jackets from Naval Infantry stores, and only the lightest patrol kit, with a single cartridge pouch to save weight. The Tonkinese Skirmishers wear their dark blue cotton uniform with a flat-topped bamboo ‘salacco’ hat. Cho Trang was a notoriously dreary and unhealthy post, where the English légionnaire George Manington narrowly survived blackwater fever. (Jean Vigne)

 




7 To keep the forts in the Sud-Oranais supplied, single convoys of up to 4,000 camels, spread out over miles, were not unusual – and neither were losses of up to 30 per cent during the round trip. A working camel with a load of c.300lb needs water every third day and at least 60lb of forage daily, and these were often impossible to find on the Zousfana tracks. A camel can go for up to five days grazing on camel-thorn alone, but it then needs grain feed and a couple of days’ rest in good pasture, and if it gets thirsty it stops eating. Many drivers skimped on grain to increase their profits; losses were also aggravated by careless loading and overwork by the drivers, who for the sake of the French compensation (and the saleable hide) sometimes deliberately ill-treated beasts that could have survived with proper treatment. (SIHLE, courtesy Jacques Gandini)

 




8 On prolonged marches in the Sud-Oranais the men could load their packs on the baggage camels and carried only light equipment, but their fatigue clothing and their boots suffered badly from the thorn-scrub and sharp stones. Even this blurred photo shows the raggedness of their uniforms after a few weeks in the wilderness. (Courtesy Jacques Gandini)

 




9 Water camels resting at Boudenib, c.1910. Two of these 50-litre (c.11-gallon) iron-bound wooden kegs was the maximum safe load; up to four times as much could have been carried in native water-skins, but these were not available in sufficient numbers, and white troops did not understand how to care for them. The kegs leaked even if well prepared, and more than 5 per cent wastage per day had to be expected. A battalion of 1,000 men needed at least 300 camels to carry five days’ water, the normal reserve in the Sud-Oranais. (Photo Garaud)

 




10 The Taghla pass, looking northwards towards Figuig oasis; the Oued Zousfana flows through it on the west side below the Djebel Zenaga, with the steeper wall of the Djebel Taghla beyond the sandy corridor on the east bank. This was the route followed on 31 May 1903 by Captain Bonnelet’s 18th (Mounted) Company 1st RE. (Photo Bourgault)


11 Classic image of a sergeant (left) and three légionnaires of 2nd RE at Figuig during the brief occupation following the bombardment in June 1903. This postcard bore the postmark ‘Beni Ounif de Figuig’, from the garrisoned railhead that had been established 5 miles south of the oasis. At that date full decorations were worn on the campaign uniform; the tall légionnaire, second left – whose two re-enlistment chevrons show that he has served since at least 1893 – displays medals for Tonkin, Madagascar and Colonial service, but unlike his comrades he is still a private 2nd class. The covered képi with sun-curtain, and the broad blue body belt, were not actually exclusive to the Legion; they were also worn by the Bats d’Af. (Photo Leroux)

 




12 Looking roughly south from the walls of Taghit fort; the minaret at left shows how close the fort was built to the ksar below. At right is the signal station on the summit of the western ridge above. This photo cannot date from earlier than 1905, when General Lyautey ordered the signallers’ station to be improved into the substantial blockhouse visible here, named Fort de l’Éperon; during the attacks of August 1903 it was a much more rudimentary position. (Courtesy Jacques Gandini)

 




13 Algeria’s Great Western Erg begins immediately on the eastern edge of the oasis of Taghit on the Oued Zousfana. The French fort there was built in 1901, on a ledge of the cliff rising above the west side of the palm groves – i.e., behind the photographer’s left shoulder. During the attacks of August 1903 the mixed garrison, including légionnaires from 22nd (Mounted) Company/2nd RE, came under fire from the high dunes only 300 yards away.

 




14 Père Charles de Foucauld of the White Fathers at his hermitage at Beni Abbès, with Captain Roger de Susbielle, the Native Affairs officer for the lower Zousfana region. Susbielle, commanding at Taghit, kept in intermittent touch with the missionary, who had been a cavalry officer and a resourceful intelligence agent before he found his vocation; in September 1903 Father de Foucauld rode to Taghit to help care for the wounded of El Moungar. After nine years at Beni Abbès, in June 1910 Foucauld would move eastwards into the central Sahara and build a second hermitage c.35 miles from Tamanrasset, 8,500ft up in the Ahaggar mountains, where he wrote the first dictionary and grammar of the Tuareg language. He was killed by hostile tribesmen in December 1916 during the Senussi risings. (Photo J.C. Humbert, courtesy Jacques Gandini)

 




15 The ‘proprietor’ from a two-man Legion mule team, with their loaded mount (see Fig 22 below for a note on the gear usually carried). Apart from the curtained képi replacing a sun helmet, this man is typical of the légionnaires of Captain Vauchez’s 2nd Half-Company, 22nd (Mounted)/2nd RE who were ambushed at El Moungar on 2 September 1903. He wears the white fatigue blouse and trousers, with his blue waist sash under his rifle belt and Y-straps; the only other items carried on his body are his haversack, waterbottle and slung Lebel. (Musée de l’Empéri, courtesy M. Raoul Brunon)

 




16 Lieutenant Selchauhansen, mortally wounded at El Moungar, was an artillery officer in the Danish Army who had obtained a Legion commission in 1894, serving thereafter both in North Africa and in Madagascar. The story that the Danish Prince Aage was inspired to join the Legion by a boyhood meeting with Selchauhansen seems to be groundless. (SIHLE, courtesy Jacques Gandini)

 




17 El Moungar, looking west towards the djebel; in the foreground, stones cover the mass grave of the légionnaires killed on 2 September 1903. The obelisk, raised later, stands about 13ft high on the central of the three low mounds defended by Captain Vauchez’s half-company – this feature’s undramatic contours gave very little natural protection. Both the monument and the grave received large memorial plaques; these were desecrated by passing tribesmen over the decades, but when the Saharan traveller Ivan Baumgarten visited the site in 1987 the obelisk still stood. (Courtesy Jacques Gandini)

 




18 In the first years of the 20th century fortified stations marked the advance of the railway down the Zousfana; Ben Zireg, built in 1904, was between Beni Ounif and Colomb Béchar. Although this was essentially a military route, little frontier villages sprang up along the railway to service the garrisons. The tracks also brought increased prosperity to the Arab merchants in the south-eastern oases, by opening up a quicker and cheaper export route than the long and dangerous caravan tracks westwards to the Tafilalt and then north across the High Atlas. (Courtesy Jacques Gandini)

 




19 The colour party with the flag of 1st RE gives a detachment from the regiment a send-off from the railway station at Sidi bel Abbès on their way to Taourirt in eastern Morocco, via the frontier town of Oujda; from there they will march on foot. The 3rd, 5th and 6th Battalions of 1st RE operated in 1907 – 11 on the high plains around the Moulouya river, where Taourirt post was established in June 1910. In May 1911 a company from VI/1st RE came to grief at Alouana during General Girardot’s operations to draw tribal attention away from the uprising around Fes provoked by Sultan Moulay Hafid. (Courtesy Jacques Gandini)

 




20 Before the First World War – and for many years afterwards – the only means of evacuating casualties from wilderness battlefields were (left to right) the mule cacolet, with two chairs; the mule litter, with two stretchers for prone men; and the camel litter with the same load, here with canopies rigged. Although morphine might be available, all gave a ride somewhere between the uncomfortable and the agonizing, usually lasting several days, and the wounded suffered terribly from the sun and the flies. This photo is captioned 1903. (Courtesy Jacques Gandini)

 




21 Légionnaires of 1st (Mounted) Company, 1st RE in camp at Safsafte while escorting a convoy westwards from Guercif to Msoun, which was occupied in May 1913. The soldier at left is dressed for sentry duty, in the mule companies’ typical field uniform of sun helmet, white fatigues, broad blue sash, and black leather equipment with cartridge  pouches for his M1886/93 Lebel magazine rifle; in camp, he wears canvas shoes instead of hobnailed boots. Several men wear the red-and-blue képi, with or without a khaki cover – it was always a more popular headgear than the ‘melon’ helmet. The man in the right background with his hands on his hips, wearing a brass-buttoned white jacket with gold forearm stripes, is their sergeant. (Photo N. Boumendil)

 




22 Well-known photo of a Mounted Company soldier giving his ‘brêle’ a trickle from his 2-litre waterbottle. The mule’s official load was, ahead of the saddle, a bolster-shaped 44lb sack of oats; the men’s greatcoats rolled in their tent-sections; two wallets with picket line and pin, cooking gear and camp tools; and usually, on top of it all, a chance-gathered bundle of firewood. Below and behind the saddle were a pair of big saddlebags; two spare waterbottles; spare horseshoes and nails; rolled blankets; reserve ammunition, and anything from two to fifteen days’ rations for the men. (Musée de l’Empéri, courtesy M.Raoul Brunon)

 




23 Mounted Company légionnaires working on the gateway of their new post, while to the right others in patrol kit lead in saddle- and pack-mules. Left, in front of the gate pillars, are a lieutenant or warrant officer with a white sun helmet, and another just in from patrol, wearing tinted goggles on a khaki helmet over a wrapped white  cheich. The post is unidentified, but it is certainly in the frontier country of the Sud-Oranais and eastern Morocco, and the photo dates from before the First World War. (SIHLE, courtesy John Robert Young)

 




24 Looking southwards across the broad bed of the Oued Guir from the palmerie and  kasbah of Boudenib, at the red rock gara where Lieutenant Vary of VI/1st RE and his 75 men defended the blockhouse on the night of 1/2 September 1908. Ruins – apparently of a later construction on the same spot – are just visible on the skyline of the tabletop, about one-third of the way in from the left escarpment. The distance from the camera is about 1,000 yards. (Author’s photo)

 




25 The Boudenib blockhouse, seen from the south on the day following Vary’s defence, after at least one 80mm mountain gun had been brought up. On the previous night the tribesmen had massed in the foreground of this photo before attacking the blockhouse from three sides. Beyond the goumiers at the left is the dark palmerie, far below and beyond the river to the north. (Photo Garaud)

 




26 Guercif, on the Oued Moulouya in the middle of the high plains, was almost half way from the Algerian border to Fes; Lyautey’s patrols westwards from Taourirt reached here in 1910. Guercif is a typically Spartan enclosure, basically a caravanserai with a watchtower (from which this photo was taken). There is a firing step along the inside of the crenellated walls, and around the basic buildings plenty of room has been left for the tents, animals and baggage of convoys stopping overnight. (Photo G. Tecourt)

 




27 Légionnaires building barracks at Taourirt post, c.1911; the Legion always did its own construction work. The defensive walls of a new post were raised first,  and barracks and other internal buildings were only added when the first permanent garrison was installed, usually the following winter. (Courtesy Jacques Gandini)

 




28 On the great open plain of the Chaouia behind Casablanca, General d’Amade’s Landing Corps manoeuvred in open rectangular formations that might be a mile across, with the infantry forming the faces and the artillery, baggage, and herds of rations-on-the-hoof in the centre. At other times two of these ‘squares’ were formed, one for offensive action and one protecting the impedimenta. (From Rankin, photo Reginald Kann)

 




29 Men of one of the Legion battalions in action at Settat, 15 January 1908, during General d’Amade’s first march to that town. The forward face of a ‘square’ deployed for action in a single rank, so a battalion occupied about 1,000 yards of frontage, with its ammunition mules close behind. A second battalion waited in support, drawn up 450 – 850 yards behind in line of platoon columns, ready to deploy where and when they were needed. The artillery were ‘en batterie’ close to these supports; cavalry always guarded open flanks, and General d’Amade kept a modest reserve under his own hand. (From Rankin, photo Reginald Kann)

 




30 These Arab tribal horsemen of the western Moroccan plains are in fact French-allied ‘partisans’ –  or at least they were, on the day the photo was taken – but their appearance is indistinguishable from the cavalry who attacked General d’Amade’s battalions on the Chaouia in spring 1908. (Photo Gillot & Ratel)

 




31 ‘Honour to the Brave’: after d’Amade’s success on the Casablanca plains the 6th Battalion, 1st Foreign were recalled to Sidi bel Abbès in August 1908. Like any unit returning from active service VI/1st RE were given a lavish welcome, both by the regiment and also by at least some of the town’s civilians. The fact that postcards commemorating such events were put on sale by a commercial studio – even if only in Algeria – showed that by this date the Legion’s renown was well established. (Photo N.Boumendil)

 




32 The sale of a postcard celebrating the courage of an individual légionnaire is remarkable testimony to the public mood in Algeria, though not unprecedented: the blinded Légionnaire Haberthur had been publicized in this way in summer 1910. During General Alix’s operations in north-eastern Morocco in 1913 after the establishment of the Protectorate, Sergeant Panther of I/1st RE was wounded while saving the life of Lieutenant Grosjean after their company commander had been killed, in an attack by Beni Bou Yahi tribesmen on the camp at Nekhila on 10 April. Panther himself would be killed in June 1917, as a warrant officer leading a platoon of his regiment’s 1st (Mounted) Company in the hills north of the Taza corridor. (Photo N. Boumendil)

 




33 This and the other photos on this page were published in July 1913 in a major article in the magazine L‘Illustration which was clearly part of an official attempt to improve the Legion’s image at a time of intensely hostile German propaganda. This  légionnaire of the 2nd RE photographed at Saida, wearing full field marching order and sun helmet and sporting the Colonial Medal with a campaign clasp, was said to be an Englishman named ‘De Bulmerinq’ – one suspects a phonetic approximation.

 




34 , 35  Portraits of many nationalities of légionnaires were published in L’Illustration. A Cuban, ‘Domingues’, gives the lie to the claim that the Legion accepted only white recruits. The original caption for the Austrian, ‘Bezdicek’, claims that this veteran of 15 years’ service and many campaigns was a former captain in the Austro-Hungarian Army; it is perhaps not too fanciful to see in his face the melancholy of the disgraced gentleman-ranker? His name, if genuine, may indicate a Czech, at a time when that people were agitating for national autonomy.

 




36 This barrack room shown in the L’Illustration feature conforms almost exactly to Frederic Martyn’s description of the Quartier Viénot in 1889. The men have been carefully posed as if at their ease – in fact the mattress and blankets had to be folded away during the day. Such rooms were about 75ft long and 20ft wide, with windows at each end and doors in each side wall. The rifle rack is at the far end, and the cabinets hoisted up below the ceiling contain the squad’s tableware for meals. Each man’s clothing is meticulously stacked on the shelf above his bedspace, with his equipment hanging below behind a towel forming a curtain.

 




37 This platoon, apparently photographed on the plains of north-eastern Morocco, have stacked their rifles during a halt, but thirty-odd dropped knapsacks are not evident here, so they were probably posed during a short-range local operation close to the column. Note the sentries spaced out individually about 100 yards beyond, between the platoon and the higher ground.

 




38 A fine natural study of two officers representing mainstays of the old Armée d’Afrique before the Great War; when on column, Legion units were almost always covered by cavalrymen of the Spahis. These two unidentified veterans are a lieutenant colonel of the Legion, wearing a caped greatcoat over his service uniform, and an Algerian captain squadron commander of Spahis. In 1874 it had been ordered that captain was the highest rank an Arab officer could attain, and after 1897 this ceiling was actually lowered to lieutenant. (AdeQ Historical Archives)

 




39 A cheerful group of officers, with a civilian guest, picnic in the field in north-eastern Morocco during operations against Ouled Salem tribesmen in 1913. The officers wearing the native cheich scarf/turban and djellabah robe over their uniforms (near left) are named as Captain d’Alencon and Lieutenant Pollet, leading Arab auxiliaries. General Maurice Baumgarten (standing right) was Lyautey’s reliable deputy at Oujda; in May 1914 he would lead the eastern force, including two battalions of 1st RE, in the final elimination of the ‘Taza gap’.

 




40 The Bastille Day ceremonies at Taza in July 1914 were effectively a repeat of the occasion on 18 May when the flag of 1st RE was paraded in front of General Lyautey  and 6,000 troops to celebrate the link-up there of Gouraud’s and Baumgarten’s forces from west and east, opening up the ‘Taza corridor’ between Fes and Oujda for the first time. From 1910 the field dress of légionnaires in Morocco had increasingly been the M1901 khaki drill Colonial Troops issue; the képi-cover was removed for parades. (Courtesy Jacques Gandini)

 




41 At Taza, soldiers lift the badly wounded Major Met, commanding officer of I/1st RE, out of a horse ambulance after an agonizing journey in the summer heat. At Sidi Belkassem on 5 June 1914 he had led his battalion into the attack up a slope, with the bugles playing his favourite march ‘Karoline’; a bullet shattered both his legs, and one would have to be amputated. His battalion successfully petitioned the high command for ‘Daddy’ Met’s promotion. (Photo Réty, courtesy Jacques Gandini)




Photograph section two: 

 




42 Hilltop post in the Rif, 1925 – 26; Clérisse captions this as Kifane, a post in the eastern sector which managed to hold out. Its appearance is probably fairly typical: the walls are a patchwork of dry stone, timbers, and what may be either mud bricks or earth-filled ammo boxes, with rough loopholing. (Photo Gillot & Ratel)

 




43 An outlying blockhouse of the post above, seen from the open connecting trench that linked it to the main garrison. Such flanking positions, held by only a handful of men to cover a water point or a masked approach to the post, were extremely vulnerable. (Photo Gillot & Ratel)

 




44 The summit of Astar, looking roughly east to west, with (at left) the dark neighbouring hill that was occupied by the Rifians throughout the action of 4 – 5 June 1925. At centre is the narrow summit shelf, today surrounded by the remains of drystone walling showing the position of the upper range of buildings; the exposed gun platform at the post’s north-eastern corner is just outside the photo to the right. The figure just visible sitting on the ruined wall at centre right gives an idea of scale. This photo shows the sharply sloping ground of the defended area south of the summit shelf; in 1925 this was the interior of the post, defended on 4 – 5 June by Captain Pechkoff’s 22nd Company of the Cazaban Battalion. (Photo Graham Scott)

 




45 Looking north-west and downwards from the north-western corner of the summit of Astar, at the shoulder from which 21st Company covered the main western approach to the post; today cactus growth follows the straight traces of the original defensive positions. The English légionnaire Adolphe Cooper served in 21st Company, but his memoir gives no details of holding the hilltop after the original assault. Note the steepness of the northern ravine immediately below the summit shelf. (Author’s photo)

 




46 There are few known photos of Legion rankers during the Rif War that show enough specific detail to be worth publishing. These men are clearly inside one of  the Colonial Troops’ posts built on the hilltops before Abd el Krim’s offensive; note the loopholed drystone walls. Incidentally, under magnification it is clear that these légionnaires have two types of light machine gun, and thus need two types of ammunition resupply – 8mm rimmed for the old ‘Chauchat’, and 7.5mm rimless for the new FM24. (SIHLE, courtesy John Robert Young)

 




47 The English memoirist Adolphe Cooper posed for this studio shot shortly after enlisting for his first hitch in 1914, aged 15 years. His service was interrupted by his wounding at Gallipoli in 1915 and subsequent discharge, but he re-enlisted twice after the Great War. He served under Major Cazaban in VI/1st RE in the Rif, and among the officers he knew and admired were Captain Pechkoff of that battalion and Lieutenant Djindjeradze of 4th REI and 1st REC. Cooper took his final discharge as a sergeant in 1930.

 




48 Major Marcel Deslandes, the former Line sergeant who distinguished himself in the Rif in command of II/1st RE. After leading a famous charge at Bibane on 25 May 1925, he fell at the head of his men near Bab Hoceine on 18 July. (SIHLE)

 




49a Breguet 14A2 reconnaissance/bomber aircraft on the airfield at Taza, autumn 1925 or spring 1926; about 300 Breguet 14s represented some 80 per cent of the equipment of the Aéronautique Militaire in the Rif and Tache de Taza campaigns. A rack for 16x 10kg (221b) anti-personnel bombs – attached tail-first – can be seen under the fuselage, and the observer mans a pair of Lewis machine guns on a mounting ring that allows depression for firing at ground targets. The ‘Pierrot’ insignia of Escadrille BR 7 is a reminder of the hasty reinforcement of Colonel Armangaud’s 37th Air Observation Regiment in Morocco. The 32nd RAO in France transferred its Sqns BR 201 and 219 to the 37th in early September 1925, and must have grabbed this machine from another of the regiment’s squadrons to make up the detachment’s strength, without taking the time to repaint it. (Photo Henry Clérisse)

 




49b Renault FT-17 two-man light tanks, armed with a machine gun or a 37mm cannon, were committed in Morocco for the first time in August 1925 north of Ouezzane, where they supported – among other units – II/1st REI. Here they roll forward across the almost dry Oued Ouergha on their way to the front. (Photo Coutanson)

 




50 The terrain of the upper Oued Nekor valley in the eastern Rif, where I/ and III/2nd REI distinguished themselves during the final offensive of May 1926 as units of General Ibos’ Moroccan Division. This is one of some 14,000 aerial photos taken during the campaign, covering nearly 6,000 square miles; this to some extent compensated for the lack of adequate maps of this unexplored region of the nominally Spanish zone. (From Clérisse)

 




51 The brothers Abd el Krim el Khattabi. While Mohammed – seated – provided the vision, the inspiration and the public face of the Rif rising, Mhamed, younger by  about ten years, was the quiet military organizer; indeed, some Europeans who met them thought the younger brother the more impressive personality. Note the modesty of their appearance; despite his ambitions and his power, Mohammed Abd el Krim was never seen in any costume more showy than this plain rezzah turban and  djellabah. (UPI)

 




52 Hubert Lyautey, apparently photographed as a four-star général de corps d’armée  during the First World War, when he was in his early sixties. This portrait by Henri Manuel closely resembles the slimmer-faced Lyautey of his active fifties, with a penetrating pale blue gaze, and a dark moustache despite his silver hair.

 




53 Marshal Lyautey, in an official portrait taken at some date between 1921 and 1925, so at least 66 years old. He now shows a greyer moustache and thickened features, perhaps due to his serious ill-health from 1923 onwards.

 




54 Group of légionnaires of 3rd REI off-duty in Fes in the early 1930s; the tall soldier in the background is an Englishman, No.3254 Albert Neal, who before his discharge in 1936 had been promoted sergeant and awarded the Croix de Guerre TOE. These men all wear the bleached képi-cover with winter walking-out uniform; they proudly display at the left shoulder the double fourragère lanyard of the Légion d’Honneur and Croix de Guerre awarded in October 1918 to this regiment’s predecessor, the RMLE, for nine citations while fighting on the Western Front – a distinction shared by only one other French regiment, the RICM. (Courtesy John Neal)

 




55 Légionnaires Cyril Conway (left) and Albert Neal photographed in handsome ‘whites’ at Er Rachidia, March 1935; they had enlisted together in Marseille in February 1931. From the early 1920s white walking-out dress was encouraged, to give battalions some extra ‘swank’, but it was not an issue uniform. The 4th Foreign seem to have been the first to blossom, followed by the 2nd and 3rd; when the repentant sinner Corporal Adolphe Cooper served with III/4th REI in 1929 he was determined to be the most dazzling soldier in his company, and bleached his whites with Eau de Javel disinfectant and cinders. (Courtesy John Neal)

 




56 After the Rif and Tache de Taza campaigns of 1925 – 26 Legion infantry spent much of their time – and after 1933, almost all of it – labouring on Morocco’s roads and other building projects. (AdeQ Historical Archives)

 




57 Tattoos – more or less crudely executed, usually by the soldiers themselves – were a long-standing tradition in the old Legion, as one of the rare outlets for individuality. There are many accounts of men tattooing defiant obscenities on their hands, feet or even foreheads, and some extraordinarily ambitious ‘illustrated soldiers’ are recorded. In 1912 d’Esparbes published a photo of a légionnaire whose entire torso was the canvas for an intricate and lubricious scene of ‘Venus Awakening’ on a draped bed, attended by three winged lovers, and the same author claimed to have seen with his own eyes the legendary ‘Fox Hunt’ tattoo. This légionnaire of the 4th REI in the  1930s has been fairly restrained: on his right arm can be made out a crescent and palm trees, and a snake coiled round a sword with the motto Pas de chance – ‘No luck’. The illegible declaration on his collarbones, above a strange Picasso-like profile and the sultry beauty, seems to end with the words ‘ . . . j’en rien’ –  which has a suitably nihilist ring to it. (Courtesy R.G. Harris)

 




58 No.2388 Légionnaire Robert Lincoln, photographed at Meknes in the early 1930s in clean white fatigues with the Legion sash. This Londoner – who looks like a man who could look after himself – enlisted in 1930 at the age of 23 and served for five years with the 2nd REI. At the time of his discharge in 1935 he was serving with the regiment’s Mounted Company, then still equipped with mules, so it is not impossible that he saw action under Captain Fouré at Bu Gafer in 1933. Bobby Lincoln died in London in 1986. (Courtesy Jim Worden)

 




59 A Legion senior NCOs’ canteen, probably at a regimental depot, in the early 1930s. Legion sergeants and above did not have to frequent squalid local grog-shops, and had the pay to stand each other drinks more varied than the rough red pinard. As in the old British Army, to get – and keep – a sergeant’s stripes made an enormous difference to a soldier’s status and prospects. Assuming that they avoided bullets, microbes and cirrhosis, most men who achieved this rank re-enlisted for the maximum term, earning a pension and valuable civic privileges on their eventual discharge. Foreign-born légionnaires earned French citizenship by a single five-year hitch, and naturalization was expected of men with ambitions for promotion. (Photo Sretchkovitch, courtesy Jacques Gandini)

 




60 & 61 Légionnaires in action in the cedar-clad alpine terrain of the Atlas, where after 1914 the Legion did far more of its soldiering than in the open desert. These may be men of the Mounted Company/2nd RE, photographed in summer 1932 during operations against the Ait Haddidou tribe, around the Assif Melloul valley south of the Plateau des Lacs in the High Atlas. The soldier in the foreground of the left-hand picture may be Bobby Lincoln; in the right-hand photo, note also one of the Berber partisan scouts, who were always indispensable. (Courtesy Jim Worden)

 




62 Southern Morocco, July 1932: the Georgian Lieutenant Prince Djindjeradze, a troop commander in 4th Squadron/1st Foreign Cavalry. He wears a covered képi and the 1st REC’s gandourah field smock over his uniform. The English légionnaire Adolphe Cooper, who had been his orderly in 1929 when Djindjeradze was a platoon commander with III/4th REI, claimed that he and the other two company officers turned a blind eye to the unfortunate death in action, from a bullet in the back of the head, of a sadistic NCO. (Family collection)

 




63 Djindjeradze’s troop trumpeter in IV/1st REC, Légionnaire Slavko. The Foreign Cavalry created a definite style for themselves when in the field. They wore képis with long couvre-nuque sun-curtains, abandoned by Legion infantry since the First  World War; the gandourah, then worn by no other Legion enlisted men, was bleached a creamy white; a pale khaki cheich scarf was crossed on the chest; and sometimes these baggy khaki seroual desert trousers replaced the regulation breeches and leather leggings. (Family collection)

 




64 Studio portrait of an unidentified légionnaire posing in summer grande tenue, 1930s. The regimental number on his collar patch cannot be made out, but the long sun-curtain on his képi-cover almost certainly marks him as a cavalry trooper, since only the REC are known to have worn this folklorique item by this date. (AdeQ Historical Archives)

 




65 Prince Aage of Denmark was a big, high-spirited man who became popular with both his brother-officers and his men once he had proved himself free of any royal conceits. He was a ‘group-oriented’ rather than a ‘goal-oriented’ commander, who might be seen in louche city nightspots treating his subalterns to champagne and caviar, and sitting in on drums with the jazzband with his képi tipped at a rakish angle. The close friend with whom he is photographed here, in Marrakesh on New Year’s Eve 1936, is an American expatriate named Dorothy Gould. She and Aage were also friends of the Georgian Prince Djindjeradze, whose family believed that he later owed her his freedom from internment by the Germans after the 1940 Armistice. When a Nazi commission obliged the Vichy regime to let it comb out ‘undesirables’ from the Legion, she apparently offered ‘Djinn’ a marriage of convenience that enabled him to sail for the neutral USA. (Family collection)

 




66 The terrain of the Djebel Sahro, photographed in hot October weather in 1997. This is the Tadout n’Tabla plateau, north and east of the village of Nekob; when Captain Spillmann’s goumiers and partisans advanced across it against the Ait Atta in February 1933 it was bitterly cold and lashed by icy winds and rain. (Photo Andy Grainger)

 




67 A Legion infantry encampment in the Moroccan mountains in the early 1930s. The tents are pitched and rifles stacked inside the low dry-stone murettes d’Afrique  that were built around every night camp, and pack-mules of the train de combat are picketed just outside, under the eyes of the armed sentry. At right foreground, the officers are gathered for a meal – the popotte or officers’ dining mess was a sacred tradition, even in the field.

 




68 The French monument to the dead of 1933, raised at the foot of the final heights of Bu Gafer. The ruins are those of a police post installed after the submission of Assu u-Ba Slam. (Photo Andy Grainger)

 




69 View from one of the triple summits of Bu Gafer; in 1997 the ground was still scattered with the fragments of shells and bombs. The Ait Atta guide pictured here, aged about 67, negotiated the climb without any apparent fatigue; he had recently added a new 28-year-old wife to his household. (Photo Andy Grainger)

 




70 u-Skunti, the Ait Murghad chief who led the final defence of Mount Baddou in August 1933. His features are characteristic of the Berbers of the High Atlas. (Photo Ward Price)

 




71 Berber partisans during the Mount Baddou campaign, indistinguishable from the rebels led by u-Skunti. The Legion officer in the right background, in cheich and  gandourah, is a model of 1930s battlefield chic. (Photo Ward Price)

 




72 Légionnaire Ronald House of II/2nd REI, photographed by Ward Price during the Mount Baddou operations. A Londoner, House was a man of his hands in more ways than one: a drummer in the regimental clique when in garrison at Meknes, he had reached the finals of the 1932 French Army boxing championships in Morocco, and his skill with a pencil was also employed by his unit. About ten days before this photo was taken he was recommended by his company commander for the Croix de Guerre TOE, for going out alone in front of a very recently secured ridge position and sketching the terrain. Note that he is holding a map – not a usual accessory for a private soldier. (Photo Ward Price)

 




73 Another Engish légionnaire of II/2nd REI – his trail-worn, unshaven appearance typical of the Legion on campaign in Morocco – photographed while building the inevitable murettes to consolidate a newly occupied ridgetop during the Mount Baddou operations. He was a Leeds-born former Royal Navy petty officer named Hunter, who had enlisted when unable to find work at home. He was quite satisfied with Legion life, and told Ward Price that the hard labour was easier than he had known when working as a lumberjack in Canada. (Photo Ward Price)

 




74 General Antoine Huré reviewing légionnaires in the field after the submission of u-Skunti’s rebels on 26 August 1933. (Photo Ward Price)

 




75 The 6th Squadron/1st Foreign Cavalry were the first Legion unit to be mechanized, receiving their first vehicles as early as February 1929, but it was 1933 – 34 before they were fully equipped and operational with armoured cars and carriers. During Colonel Trinquet’s advance into the far south-west in February – March 1934, VI/1st REC operated a troop of three armoured cars and three troops each with five of these Berliet VUDB armoured recce carriers. These fragile vehicles had a three-man crew, four-wheel drive and independent suspension. (SIHLE, courtesy John Robert Young)

 




76 Photographed during Colonel Trinquet’s 1934 thrust to the frontier with the Spanish Sahara, these are armoured cars of the 4th Foreign Infantry’s Composite Automobile Company (CMA), which Charles Milassin would join the following year. The AMD Panhard 165/175 TOE had a four-man crew including two separate drivers, one for driving forwards and one for going in reverse – a not unusual arrangement at that date. Note the carbines and bayonets clamped inside the open door. The company’s working dress was then a suit of bleu mécanicien denim, like any French factory worker. (Photo Henry Clérisse, courtesy Francois Vauvillier)

 




77 One of the four squads of the peloton portée of CMA/4th REI at Foum el Hassane had two M1914 Hotchkiss MGs; on their twice-yearly 2,000-mile tours through the Western Sahara each gun and crew travelled in a truck, ‘loaded for bear’ with 5,500 rounds of ammunition. Since the tilt over the truck’s rear body was made of thin sheet iron they suffered badly under the desert sun. Here they pose with, at right, two notably smarter senior NCOs. (Courtesy Charles Milassin)

 




78 Despite the remoteness of their post, CMA/4th REI lived as comfortably as they could under the paternal command of Captain Gaultier. Jazzbands seem to have been popular in 4th Foreign – Major de Corta’s 3rd Battalion also maintained one. Here, at Christmas 1936, Légionnaire Charles Milassin is on drums; note the company badge. The dark-skinned soldier on banjo may perhaps be the Légionnaire Abd el Halim whom Chief Warrant Officer Milassin remembered. (Courtesy Charles Milassin)

 




79 The Panhard 179 camion blindé carried – in considerable discomfort – an NCO commander, driver, machine-gunner and seven riflemen, with two light machine guns. Ergonomics was then an unknown science, and the men’s physical wellbeing was not given a high priority in this early experiment with mechanized infantry in a desert environment. (Courtesy Charles Milassin)

 




80 In December 1939, on the eve of world-changing events, the newly naturalized and promoted young Sergeant Milassin poses in the smart walking-out dress of a Legion career NCO at Tindouf. Half of the 4th Foreign’s motorized company were often based at this major Saharan post just over the Algerian border from Foum el Hassane. (Courtesy Charles Milassin)

 




81 A veteran légionnaire of the strong detachment sent by 1st REI to Paris to take part in the 14 July 1939 Bastille Day parade – the first time the public saw the white képi-cover officially worn for ceremonial.

At the end of the First World War the Legion’s uniforms had been a motley mixture of French and US surplus khaki tunics, trousers and sidecaps, and even some regimental colour parties were unable to lay hands on half-a-dozen képis for parades. Légionnaires were set apart from Metropolitan troops only by the seven-flamed grenade badge, and the green of their collar numbers, piping and rank stripes. Thereafter the accretion of special distinctions would be a semi-official process, nudged along by unit COs and only documented and authorized retrospectively. Some wartime khaki képis began to be issued from 1923, and in June 1926 the Legion – uniquely – was authorized the pre-war red-and-blue design, with a khaki cover for field use. By 1931 the 2nd and 3rd REI were wearing a white cover on parade; an order of August 1933 authorized general issue of a white cover for parade and walking-out and a khaki one for the field, though the latter was often bleached in defiance of regulations. Green re-enlistment chevrons were authorized in September 1929; the three on this soldier’s left sleeve show that he is serving his fourth five-year contract (but is still a private 2nd class, despite his Médaille Militaire). The green-and-red  epaulettes de tradition, discontinued in 1914, were restored from November 1930,  by the centenary celebrations of March 1931 the légionnaire stood out from lesser breeds as colourfully as Colonel Rollet could wish.

 




82 Ain ben Tili is in the tri-border region of the Western Sahara, near the meeting-place of the frontiers of Morocco, Mauritania and Algeria. In the 1930s the fort there was a regular way-point on the twice-yearly, two-month-long desert patrols made by Charles Milassin’s motorized company of the 4th Foreign Infantry from Foum el Hassane, and in 1993 its abandoned walls were still serving the same purpose for patrols by UN soldiers from the MINURSO mission. (Photo David Craig)

 




83 The partly legible gravestone at Ain ben Tili is that of a brigadier –  corporal – of the mechanized Legion cavalry squadron V/1st REC, who died here on 12 December 1934 during joint operations by all the motorized and camel companies in the northern Sahara, including CMA/4th REI. (Photo David Craig)




Preface

THERE ARE SOME VISUAL CLICHÉS so woven into our common culture that a cartoonist can evoke a whole back-story with a few economical lines; they pass down the generations with archaic details unchanged, because they offer a useful narrative shortcut – like the long- bearded castaway under his single palm tree, or the burglar with a striped sweater, domino mask and swag-bag. One of them features the boxy outline of a fort amid sand dunes, and a soldier in a big dark coat and a cap with a white sun-flap. His advance beyond a French system of visual shorthand into that of the wider world can be dated with some accuracy to October 1924, when John Murray first published P. C. Wren’s novel Beau Geste. Almost immediately, the légionnaire joined the cowboy, the explorer/big-game hunter and the brilliantly intuitive detective in the pantheon of popular heroes. The cartoon came to encapsulate a certain military concept: a simple, old-fashioned, rather brutal form of soldiering completely separated from the values and concerns of civilian life. It implied the voluntary endurance of harsh discipline, physical hardship and occasional deadly danger, far from home and for little reward. Although that description has, of course, also applied to much other military experience the world over, for some reason the cartoon légionnaire has maintained his grip on the stereotype.

 



IN SIMPLE TERMS, THE AIM OF THIS BOOK is to try to explain just what the légionnaire was actually doing – in both a historical and a military context – in that landscape, and in others equally inhospitable: to describe where these places were, for what purpose he was sent there, how France used him when he got there, and what happened to him.

It is certainly not a general history of the Legion, of which there are arguably too many already. Since the publication in 1991 of Professor Douglas Porch’s magisterial The French Foreign Legion, A Comprehensive History –  to which, like all subsequent writings on the subject, this book owes a great deal – it will be at least a couple of generations before the world  needs another. Some histories (though not, emphatically, Professor Porch’s) adopt a tight focus on a chronological listing of the Legion’s battles; rather than simply duplicating that record, I have tried to set the légionnaire in the physical, military and political context of the campaigns in which France employed him (although the political material is necessarily restricted to not much more than a series of ‘bluffer’s notes’). I have also tried – by means of occasional snapshots from individual careers – to suggest the continuity that is central to the character of any seasoned military organization. This book does not pretend to be a work of primary research, for which neither my training nor my circumstances qualify me. It is a synthesis of secondary sources, including some of the obscurer French-language material, which I hope may cast light for English-speaking readers on the Legion’s classic period of colonial conquests.

Since I am not an academic, the period described here is not bounded by strictly defined academic limits, but it suits my purpose. I have taken as my point of departure the Franco-Prussian War of 1870 – 71; since this shaped French military affairs (and to a large extent, the consciousness of the French nation) until 1914, it seems impossible to omit an introduction both to the army that fought it, and to the Legion’s modest part in it. After the next decade of total preoccupation with preparing for revenge on Germany, from 1881 France began to make a parallel investment in its previously haphazard drive to acquire a second overseas empire, to compensate for the loss of its first to Britain in the 1760s. For various reasons, I believe it can be argued that its earlier conquest of Algeria between 1830 and roughly 1860 stands rather apart, although this is summarized in Chapter 2. I have ended the story in 1935, the year following the submission of the last undefeated tribesmen in Morocco, since that Hadrianic moment marked the end of the period when France was acquiring rather than seeking to hold its empire.

While the raising of the Legion predated these campaigns by 50 years – and while it had already won a strictly local reputation in Algeria, the Crimea, Italy and Mexico – its huge enlargement, and its widest employment, were a direct consequence of the dynamic expansion of the French colonies that started in the early 1880s. In 1875 the Legion was a single regiment of 4 battalions totalling 3,000 men; by the early 1930s it was a corps of 6 regiments with 18 battalions and 6 cavalry squadrons, plus 5 independent companies of mounted infantry, 4 of sappers and 2 artillery batteries, with a peak strength in 1933 of more than 33,000 men. It was those colonial campaigns that created the image of the Legion that we still  recognize: the Legion of sun-flapped képis and agonizing desert marches, of fever-haunted jungle forts and desperate last stands. It was for those campaigns that the Legion provided the ultimate insurance – the ‘heavy infantry’ backbone, often rather ponderous but completely reliable – within the mixed columns and expeditionary forces that France assembled.

When I first considered the old Legion’s campaigns as a subject for a book they presented, of course, a particular problem. Some years ago I wrote an account of the battle of Dien Bien Phu, the culmination of the French Indochina War of 1946 – 54. That subject had an obvious progression – the classic ‘three-act story arc’; by comparison, the story I was now addressing seemed less shapely. I only began to relax into the task when I recognized that after France’s episodic lunges for the components of an empire before 1900, the second part of the story moved towards a natural climax, as the task, the instruments and the man (in the person of General Hubert Lyautey) all came together. France’s overseas adventures led it, and eventually the greater part of the old Legion, to Morocco – the last and greatest theatre of the drama, where for thirty years the Legion undertook some of its most intense and characteristic soldiering.

 



THE NATURE OF THE OLD LEGION’S CAMPAIGNS was naturally dictated not only by terrain and climate but by the adversaries it was sent to fight. Westerners think in terms of a war – a finite historical episode; it has causes, both sides have aims and objectives, and it follows a roughly linear progress. But to many of the peoples whom the colonial armies confronted a century ago, the idea of a specific war had little meaning; they regarded warfare as a normal, often a more or less constant aspect of their way of life. The novelist Charles Frazier has put into the mouth of a nineteen-century Native American character the complaint that, ‘These new white people took all the fun out of war and just won and kept winning, as if that was all that mattered’.1 One of the most characteristic figures of turn-of-the-century Morocco, the great robber baron Ahmad er Raisuli, was quoted to the effect that the colonialists brought security, but at the cost of narrowing a man’s horizons: ‘In the old days everything was possible. There was no limit to what a man might become. The slave might be a minister or a general, the scribe a sultan. Now a man’s life is safe, but he is forever chained to his labour and his poverty.’2


Given that during Raisuli’s lifetime the limited Spanish penetration of his territory put purely notional constraints on his continued accumulation  of gold and spilling of blood, this lament must be understood as poetic rather than literal, but it does illuminate a particular view on life. It is a view that is still encountered in some parts of the world even today. After returning from some months spent ‘embedded’ in an infantry battalion in Helmand province, Afghanistan, in 2007, Dr Duncan Anderson recounted conversations with local fighters. One of them refused to believe that the British Army’s deployment there was anything more than an (entirely honourable) revenge for the costly defeat of the Berkshire Regiment at Maiwand in July 1880; and another asked, in honest puzzlement, who – while all these British warriors were in Afghanistan – was doing the fighting back home in Britain?3


Another intriguing parallel between the French colonial experience and the current situation in Afghanistan concerns civil development. In his important study of British operations there in 2006 – 7, A Million Bullets  (London; Bantam, 2008), James Fergusson quotes a British officer as urging that development personnel cannot achieve anything if they are forced to wait until peace is firmly established over large areas. They, too, should be embedded with the troops, with the remit and the resources to begin work immediately any local success is achieved, because it is precisely that work that will give the local people a stake in the establishment of stability. (A Cabinet Office appreciation released in April 2009 seems to recognize the force of this argument; it is, of course, the pure Galliéni/ Lyautey doctrine of the ‘oil patch’, described in Chapter 6 of the present book.)

Raisuli’s complaint ignored another feature of the Moroccan campaigns that might seem counter-intuitive: the fact that as soon as they had been defeated, clans who had resisted the French fiercely, and had paid bloodily, were quick to enlist in French service under their own chieftains in order to continue fighting their neighbours in the eternal cycle of mutual raiding. Throughout their history, weaker tribes had always sought alliances with stronger, and the prestige of a chief rested not only on his physical courage and leadership qualities but on his persuasive ability to achieve such alliances. 4 It is a paradox that a century ago, at a time when most Europeans never even examined what today we might call their racial arrogance, not all relationships across ethnic divides were dictated by today’s sulphurous preoccupation with racial identity. To grasp the character of some of the colonial campaigns visited in this book we have to make a leap of imagination further back than the ideologies of the twentieth century, which have collectively demonized the enemy of the day. The behaviour of some Moroccan groups suggests that yesterday’s enemy might have been seen as  no more intrinsically ‘bad’ than the rival runners in a race.

Given all this, it seemed sensible to introduce the accounts of the Legion’s campaigns with brief descriptions of those non-European enemies, in an attempt to give them a little more dignity than the anonymous brown mass in the rifle-sights with which some commentators have been content.

 



A DEFINING CHARACTERISTIC of colonial soldiering was the limited numbers of men involved, and thus the limited scope of combat operations. Attuned to Western military history, we automatically expect the account of a war to build steadily towards a climactic conclusion – a decisive victory and defeat. This seldom, if ever, applied to colonial campaigns. On the European side, the sheer physical difficulty of moving and supplying armies in roadless wilderness, and keeping the troops healthy enough to march and fight in difficult and disease-ridden country, imposed its own limitations. In most cases their opponents were disunited, unable to assemble large forces in the field or to support them for long (a fact that makes the great exception – the Abd el Krim brothers’ campaigns in the Rif hills in 1921 – 6 – all the more remarkable). After the initial advances, the natural rhythm of such campaigns became that of counter-insurgency warfare: an endless cycle of small patrols and convoy escorts punctuated by ambushes, and by occasional exhausting – and often vain – attempts by larger columns to bring elusive enemies to battle. This does have one compensation for the reader: just as in the American frontier campaigns (a story with some similarities to that of the old Legion), when combat did occur it tended to be dramatic and on a human scale. The names that spring from the dusty pages are usually those of desperate company actions, when no more than a couple of hundred men suddenly found themselves fighting for their lives, against great odds. These incidents tend, with repetition, to get ‘name-checked’ in a fairly perfunctory way; rather than attempt to include them all, I have tried here to bring the specific character of some of them to life in a little more detail.

Consequently, I have made a number of detours from chronological history to examine a few specifics of how the French Army actually carried out this sort of soldiering, since I have always believed that too many accounts of military operations fail to address the physical and tactical realities as experienced at the level of small units and individuals. I have tried to keep the text digestible by banishing to the end-notes the more relentless detail of weapons, equipment, organization and various other subjects – including some references to a few battlefields that I was able to  visit. Hard-core readers who share my taste for this sort of thing can always use two separate bookmarks while reading.

 



FINALLY, IN ANY REVIEW of the history of a European colonial military corps, the 800lb gorilla in the corner of the room is, of course, colonialism itself. Since it cannot be ignored, we should be honest enough to take at least one steady look at it, and this seems to me a better place to do so (with an appeal for the reader’s patience) than scattering relevant comments throughout the body of the book.

The author cannot summon up any interest in attempts to judge long-dead generations by the liberal consensus of our own day, or in adopting shifty pieties of phrasing. Out of its own cultural neuroses, each society and generation chooses or invents its own demons – whether it calls them heretics, witches, degenerate Jewish cosmopolitans, imperialists, godless Commies, infidel crusaders or eco-polluting smokers. Those who insist upon studying our ancestors only through the narrow prism of twenty-first-century racial sensitivity are surely as blinkered in their way as the white supremacist bigots they denounce. By definition, such mental tunnels blind us to context, and context is everything. It is a bleak fact that human life has always depended fundamentally upon competition for territory and resources, and a broad view of history suggests that aggressive ‘imperialism’ has been the default setting of human affairs on most of the world’s land masses for some 7,000 years. Seen against those countless strata of ashes and skulls, any claim that some special wickedness was committed by a few brief generations of white men in pith-helmets must surely fail. Historically, the process of territorial conquest has been as unremarkable as water running downhill; while it is one of the grimmer strands in the human story, it is such a constant that it hardly seems to admit of analysis simply in terms of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’. If we wish to understand ourselves we had better face the fact that we are not herbivores.

In nineteenth-century Africa and Asia the results of such confrontations were obviously decided by the superior weapons and more advanced military organization available to the European invaders. It is equally obvious that we cannot simply stop thinking once we have accepted those brute facts; if we dismiss any moral dimension at all, then we may be tempted towards the sort of perverted Darwinism that rationalizes genocide. We all acknowledge today that the mainspring of European colonialism was ruthless greed. When we confront the long-term consequences in, say, the former Belgian Congo,  it is almost inconceivable that any alternative history could have had a worse outcome. But the whole world is not the Congo, and in order to avoid sounding like Nazis it is surely not necessary for us to overcompensate to the point of going into sentimental denial about the nature of pre-colonial cultures. To characterize these in terms of Arcadian innocence is adolescent fantasy. All of the societies conquered by France in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were ancient, and some were richly complex, attracting the sympathetic fascination of many cultured colonizers; but it does not necessarily follow that they were the more admirable in any absolute sense.

 



IN MOROCCO, FOR EXAMPLE – the arena of many of the events described in this book – indigenous rulers were chronically unable to provide their people with stability or protection. At the end of the nineteenth century, the sultanate was still respected as the focus of religious authority, and (theoretically) as a just arbiter between the feudal and mercantile interests through which society functioned. In practice, however, the sultan’s authority depended on his having the energy, guile and military strength to gather taxes and enforce decrees, and if he lacked these, then local power was quickly usurped by others. Where a national or regional ruler could indeed wield that power, there was no effective check on his behaviour. To say that the machinery of such pre-modern states at every level was, by today’s anglophone standards, brazenly corrupt and self-seeking is simply a category error: government was a structure designed for individual aggrandizement, in the absence of any real concept of a public commonwealth that we would recognize. The whole point of acquiring power in such societies was (as it still is, over large parts of the world) to share advantage and riches with one’s own extended bloodline and followers at the expense of others; this is not recognized as misgovernment, but as a leader’s moral duty towards his own dependants.

In Morocco the ruling elites were unashamed predators, who competed for dominance in cycles of rapacity that recall those of early medieval Europe. At every level they extended their wealth and power at best by armed protection rackets, and at the frequent worst by massacre and pillage. The far-sighted ruler might keep the exploitation of the ruled within sustainable limits, but he had to balance this against a need to demonstrate and reinforce his authority and the dominance of his group by exemplary violence. This was achieved by putting other men to death, decorating his gates with their severed heads, throwing their women to his soldiery and seizing their goods.

In the great majority of Morocco that was outside the practical control of the sultanate, robbery with violence and murder bedevilled populations struggling for subsistence. In the harsh northern hills the Rifian Berber farmers glowered at their neighbours – even their relatives – from loopholed blockhouses. In the southern wilderness of the pre-Sahara, where the oasis villages were built as walled castles, the clans of semi-nomadic pastoralists thrived or dwindled by aggressive competition for grazing-land and water, the exploitation of the productive oases and the profitable control of caravan routes. Waging blood-feuds against neighbours, raiding strangers and ambushing unlucky travellers were not occasional aberrations committed by criminals, but simply what many men did when they went out to work in the morning. In an unpredictable and marginal natural environment, life depended upon the calculation and pursuit of short-term advantage. The French may have brought new forms of exploitation to Morocco, but to claim that these were, by definition, ‘worse’ than the old ways seems a perverse stance for humanitarians to adopt.

On reading the history of the colonial years, we may be repelled by European rhetoric about the white man’s ‘civilizing mission’ when we compare the most idealistic of the words with the most callous of the deeds; but despite many extreme cases to the contrary, the words were not invariably cynical, nor the deeds always shameful. It would, of course, be absurd to claim that any of the nineteen-century colonial armies were motivated by a protective care for their African or Asian fellow humans; but that did come to be true of individual officers, and it is undeniable that in practical terms colonial garrisons did bring at least some protection. We may surely say that to the colonized subsistence farmer, any reduction in the risk of tribal enemies or bandits stealing his flock and crops, looting and burning his home, cutting his throat and carrying off his daughters was presumably welcome. Preventing that happening was a job that could only be done by hard men, shaped by a harsh world; but the colonial soldiers were still just men like any others, as mixed in their qualities and failings as those of any other time or place.

With that thought I gratefully turn away, leaving the gorilla in peace in his corner; he has, after all, been dead for some time now.

 



AMONG THE SOURCES LISTED in the select bibliography, I must pay particular tribute to the basic orientation guide for anyone interested in French colonial military history: Dr Anthony Clayton’s France, Soldiers and  Africa (Brassey’s Defence Publishers, 1988), which was recommended to me by a French publisher as simply the most thorough and accessible single text in either language. Another important source is Professor Ross E. Dunn’s  Resistance in the Desert: Moroccan Responses to French Imperialism 1881 – 1912 (Croom Helm, 1977), which first opened my eyes to the academic research carried out by ethnographers into peoples who – by happy coincidence for me, if not for them – became the old Legion’s opponents. I particularly wish to record my debt to the researches of Jacques Gandini of Calvisson, France, author of books published during the 1990s under his own name and that of Extrêm’Sud Editions. Monsieur Gandini was most generous with copies of rare photographs from his collection, and his book  El Moungar (1999), which draws upon extensive work in the Legion archives and those of the (then) Service Historique de l’Armée de Terre and the Archives d’Outre-Mer, was an indispensable source for Chapters 9 and 10. (All my more recent attempts to contact M. Gandini and his publishers have failed; if by chance any reader can advise me of a current address, I would be grateful.)

Among primary accounts, I was lucky enough to find the vivid and absorbing memoir of Dr Charles Édouard Hocquard – Une Campagne au Tonkin (Hachette, 1892, reprinted by Arléa in 1999 with meticulous annotation by Philippe Papin). Those who are enthusiasts for the novels of Patrick O’Brian would discover in Dr Hocquard a sort of real-life Stephen Maturin, whose boundless curiosity is matched by the wonderful clarity of his written French.

Just as I recognize the obvious limitations of sanitized official accounts of events, and the often self-serving nature of senior officers’ memoirs, I am all too conscious that junior ranks frequently tell lies about their own lives – on the page, as well as in the pub. When reading veterans’ memoirs I have allowed a discount not only for lapses of memory but also for the tendency of story-tellers or their ghost-writers to reshape, embroider or simply invent in order to give the public of their day the type of material that they expected. Some cross-checking has occasionally been possible, but in the end the sifting process can only be a matter of reasoned guesswork. When in doubt, I have tended to omit particular anecdotes; I am thankful that much of the real historical value of such memoirs in fact lies in their more mundane passages.

I owe my publisher particular thanks for allowing me an unusual amount of space both for the photographs that I have collected over the years, and  for proper captions; I hope that both will help bring alive for readers the men and the events described. I am equally indebted to John Richards for his patient and careful work on the sketch maps. The names of many obscure spots mentioned in early accounts are absent from modern maps; in fact, of course, some may only have figured in the handwritten notes of junior officers, who were obliged to include in their after-action reports some roughly phonetic version of a name told them by a camel-driver or a goumier. However, the sites of several historical engagements can be located, at least to within a mile or so.

 



MY OPPORTUNITY TO VISIT even a handful of the Legion’s Moroccan battlefields in the autumn of 2007, through the generous and patient help of my nephew Graham Scott, has been among the greatest pleasures of this project, and in Graham’s unique case I am happy to make an exception to my usual rule of listing my acknowledgements in strictly alphabetical order. Our travels in the south of the country taught me valuable lessons about the unique conditions of desert visibility, immediately answering questions that had long puzzled me in the bald accounts of several actions. That I was able to find the hilltop of Astar in the Rif, and to walk the ground described in Captain Pechkoff’s account of the fighting of 5 – 6 June 1925 – ground still scattered with artillery fragments – was due to Graham’s determination; to the efforts of our interpreter Hassane el Khader; and to the pure good luck of an encounter in the hillside scrub with a remarkable paratrooper-turned-farmer named Abd el Malek. In the Middle Atlas, on one of the more memorable afternoons of my life, it was Graham’s experience of driving 4x4s in extreme terrain on six continents that got us across the Tichoukt Massif to El Mers before the pursuing thunderstorm could wash out the rudimentary track zigzagging along 16 miles of sometimes unstable ledges.

My other grateful acknowledgements for help during the preparation of this book are as follows: to John Ashby, for generously sharing his files on P. C. Wren; the late M. Raoul Brunon, of the Musée de l’Empéri, for photos; Dr Simon Chapman; René Chartrand; Dr Anthony Clayton; Roger Cleeve; Major Gordon Corrigan; Captain David Craig; Mick Crumplin; Adjudant-Chef Philippe Dalfeur, 1er RE (Chef du Secrétariat de Képi Blanc); Kerry Denman; Jim Dowdall; my agent Ian Drury, of Sheil Land Associates; Martin Earl, of HP Bookfinders; Peter Edwards; Gerry Embleton, for locating – yet again – an elusive and indispensable source; Will Fowler, as so often; John Franklin; Penny Gardiner, warrior-queen of editors; Andrew Grainger, editor  of the British Commission for Military History journal Mars & Clio, for sharing his photos of the Djebel Sahro; John Hadidian; Ian Heath; Vincent Lieber, Château de Nyon, Switzerland; Keith Lowe, of Orion Publishing; the late Adjudant-Chef Charles Milassin (4e REI, RMLE, 2e REI); Kate Moore; Dr David Murphy; in particular, Thamaz Naskidaschvili, Paris, for his tireless researches on my behalf; John Neal; Brian Nicholls; Dr David Nicolle; Ronald Pawly, Antwerp; Alex de Quesada, Tampa, Florida; Frank Reeves; Sylvan Rossel, Swiss National Library, Berne; Philip Smith; John Thompson; Francois Vauvillier, Paris; Jean Vigne; Rosemary Weekley; my brother Dick Windrow, for his patient and generous assistance in the virtual world; the late Jim Worden, and John Robert Young, for photographs. In Morocco: Abd el Malek, Hassane el Khader, Takki el Bakkali, Frédéric Sola and Jurgen Moller. Finally, to the staff of the London Library, the British Library, the School of Oriental and African Studies, and the University of Sussex Library.
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Prologue:

‘Bloody Week’

The public deludes itself with the most erroneous ideas about the true nature of military valour. There are no heroes . . . I have never seen any. What I have seen is men doing their duty worthily and conscientiously, that is to say aiming and firing, taking cover just enough to have some shelter but not enough to hinder them from shooting, standing up when ordered and advancing without allowing themselves to stop because of the enemy’s fire, even at its most intense.

Captain Léonce Patry, 18971


 



 



IN THE END, it had hardly taken an hour to capture the hilltop gun battery that had threatened the advancing French troops for days past. Below, staff officers murmured in pleased relief as their sweeping binoculars picked out blue figures with tell-tale red képis and trousers spreading out over the summit – searching the undergrowth, herding groups of prisoners, or simply resting around the captured cannon, swigging from their waterbottles in the muggy heat. From the brow of the hill, the soldiers could gaze curiously down between the unfamiliar oriental trees over the ancient city that spread out for miles along the loops of the river. To the west, great columns of dirty smoke rose to meet the low late-afternoon clouds from the fires that had destroyed the central district, still glowing sullenly here and there despite the torrential spring rains of the past two days.

The hill had been planned as tomorrow’s objective, but the leading infantry had made faster progress southwards than expected, reaching the bottom of its slopes by mid-afternoon that day. With enemy cannon thundering from the summit, General Montaudon had decided that whatever Corps had at first intended, he could not keep his division simply sitting  there under fire. His Metropolitan regiments of young conscripts had done surprisingly well, but they always needed careful handling, and the past few days of street-fighting had put a continual strain on their nerves. Men forced to remain inactive under fire for too long have time to listen to their fears; a contagion of uncertainty can pass from man to man, and it becomes difficult for their officers to persuade them to leave cover and move forward when the order is finally given.

Montaudon had formed his brigades in a semi-circle around the north and west sides of the hill; his flanks were secured by other divisions; on his left, his colleague Grenier had led his men nearly a mile further southwards, bringing the hilltop under artillery and machine-gun fire from behind. At 4pm Montaudon had given the signal, and his infantry had surged forwards willingly enough. In the centre of the north slope one of his three battalions of the Foreign Legion had shown the way, ignoring caution and simply charging with fixed bayonets. In the event, casualties had been remarkably light.

 



WE MAY PERHAPS ALLOW OURSELVES to imagine a handful of those légionnaires on the hilltop in the aftermath of their assault. Lieutenant Dupont of the 5th Battalion is about to order them to make sure that no armed adversaries are still hiding under cover – there is supposed to be a big cave somewhere nearby. These were the first soldiers to reach the battery, and their officer is in high spirits; with any luck this exploit will earn him a citation for the coveted red-ribboned Cross, which will help him towards promotion. His eye falls on a squad sitting around a cannon tipped sideways on a patch of torn-up turf, one spoked wheel splintered and its bronze barrel splashed silver by the hail of shot from one of General Grenier’s  mitrailleuses. There are a couple of ripped corpses in odds and ends of blue uniform tangled up in the trash of broken ammunition boxes, dropped shells and gun-tools. The thought occurs to Dupont that these salauds had been as lazy as they were ignorant – they had been here for weeks, yet they had built no breastworks around the guns to protect the crews.

One of the mutilated bodies seems to be rather small and slight, and a pale young soldier, himself only a few months in uniform, is staring down at it in horror, crossing himself and muttering in some foreign gutteral: ‘É hanù en Tad, hag er Mab, hag er Spered-Santel – Elsé revou groeit . . .’. Some of the other youngsters also seem too preoccupied to be of any use as scouts; best let the sergeant pick his own men from the vieux moustaches. The  NCO is a man in his late thirties, with a leathery, pockmarked face under his whiskers; he is set apart not only by the gold sleeve-stripe on his threadbare blue greatcoat, but also by a silver medal on his chest, which hangs from a white ribbon with an exotic eagle-and-snake symbol.

At his officer’s order the sergeant nods, twitches the peak of his képi down, unslings his rifle, grunts at two or three of the other older men, and leads them southwards off the summit. They move in a loose, watchful scatter, down towards the gap between two small lakes; on their left, a dramatic fissured pinnacle thrusts up nearly a hundred feet, crowned by a small, shining-white temple. On his way down the slope the sergeant pauses to stare at a weird, leafless tree that seems to consist entirely of sharp-pointed dark brown scales – they remind him of a lizard he saw once in Mexico. He comes back to himself with a start at the slamming of a volley from behind the trees a hundred yards away; then he relaxes, as he hears a rattle of rifle-bolts and a voice chanting measured orders – it’s just an officer having prisoners shot.

Even a veteran of the Mexican expedition might have been startled to learn that within a couple of weeks the French generals would have massacred nearly 20,000 men, women and boys. This was, after all, their own capital city – for this imagined scene on 27 May 1871 takes place, of course, in the arboretum on the Buttes-Chaumont in Paris.

 



BY 1 APRIL 1867, when this park had been ceremonially opened by Napoleon III, Emperor of the French, his luck and audacity had already been failing him. While Chancellor von Bismarck pressed ahead with the unification of Germany under Prussian dominance, Napoleon’s incorrigible meddling abroad had cost him any chance of foreign alliances. At home, the hectic outward glamour of the Second Empire could no longer conceal the syphilitic decay beneath. With the grip of his dictatorship slipping, Napoleon tried to liberalize his regime, but each easing of controls simply encouraged his enemies to snatch for more. The extremist ‘Red clubs’ that had previously played hide-and-seek with his police in the twilight now openly preached a Jacobin uprising, while constitutional Republicans extended their electoral hold on Paris and most other cities. Meanwhile, the emperor’s long-argued and sensible plans for correcting the Army’s chronic lack of trained reserves were obstructed by a combination of politicians suspicious of any move to ‘bring the population under military control’ and sclerotic generals instinctively defending the status quo.

Tired, discouraged and painfully ill, Napoleon increasingly let himself be swept along by events, and in July 1870 they dragged his empire over a cliff. A diplomatic quarrel with Prussia was handled with peevish stupidity, of which Bismarck took such expert advantage that within two weeks the Paris crowds were baying for a march on Berlin. To the incredulity of many commentators, on 19 July 1870 France rushed into a war against ‘the greatest military power that Europe had yet seen, in a bad cause, with its army unready and without allies’.2 Nevertheless, even pessimists had never imagined that the gleaming military machine crafted by Generals von Roon and von Moltke would destroy or encircle France’s two field armies within just six weeks. The Army proved itself outclassed in every aspect of preparedness, organization and staffwork, and in much of its operational leadership. Many regiments fought bravely when given a chance to do so; the Germans made costly tactical blunders and paid a high price in lives; but most French generals allowed themselves to be herded blindly around the countryside until their badly supplied armies could be destroyed in detail. By mid-August Marshal Bazaine’s army of 180,000 was already encircled at Metz, and at Sedan on 2 September Napoleon himself passed into captivity with 100,000 of Marshal MacMahon’s troops. Three days later his empire fell, unlamented, and a Third Republic was proclaimed under a provisional ‘government of national defence’.

Bismarck declined to oblige its ministers with an immediate peace settlement, and Moltke continued to drive a broad corridor across northern France to the Channel and the Atlantic. On 20 September, the cavalry of two German armies linked up to encircle Paris, and Moltke soon established an ‘Iron Ring’ around the capital. The new French government (based first at Tours, and later at Bordeaux) was little more than a title, still trying to invent itself day by day; nevertheless, the response to what was now a ‘people’s war’ was immediate. While Parisians flocked to join the National Guard, the Republic – in the person of the 32-year-old war minister, Léon Gambetta, who escaped Paris by balloon on 7 October – began conscripting men for replacement armies in the south and north-east, to be built around those fragments of the Imperial regiments that remained at liberty.

 



THE CRIPPLING INCOMPETENCE of the French Army’s mobilization that summer had not prevented white and Arab regiments from the Algerian garrisons from reaching the front, but the four battalions of the Foreign Legion (the Régiment Étrangère, RE) had not at first been summoned. They  were legally prohibited from serving on French soil, and many of these 3,000-odd mercenaries were Germans. Since returning to Algeria from Mexico in 1867 they had been used largely as a labour corps, distracted from their road-building only by cholera, typhoid and a few indecisive bandit-hunts. At first they were simply moved around to replace the garrisons shipped off to Marseille; but after the disaster of Sedan orders arrived on 6 October that the RE was to send two battalions to France without delay.

There was nothing incompetent about the Legion’s mobilization. In just four days, most German légionnaires were transferred into the 3rd and 4th Battalions, and the 1st and 2nd (I/ and II/RE) were landing at Toulon. By 14 October they were 400 miles to the north-east at Pierrefitte, and that day Colonel Deplanque’s 60 officers and 1,457 men were reinforced with a battle-shocked group of about 450 other foreigners. These were the surviving one-third of a 5th Battalion (V/RE) of duration-only volunteers hastily raised at Tours during September, who had been driven out of Orleans after hard fighting on 11/12 October against General von der Tann’s Bavarians. Filled out with various drafts from French units, the Foreign Regiment was allocated to XV Corps in General d’Aurelle de Paladines’ new Army of the Loire.3


Gambetta, eager to break the siege of Paris from the south, sent d’Aurelle north to retake Orleans; but after winning France’s only outright victory, over the (heavily outnumbered) Bavarian corps at Coulmiers on 9 November, the Army of the Loire was forced backwards from Loigny on 2 – 3 December. Lieutenant-Colonel Canat led what was left of the Foreign Regiment on an agonizing retreat through the snows of the cruellest winter in memory, and by the time the troops reached Saint Florent on the Cher on 10 December they had dwindled to a single 1,000-strong battalion.4


On 18 December, at Chappelle Saint Ursin, the Legion survivors provided the backbone for a new three-battalion ‘marching regiment’ patched together with 2,000 Breton conscripts – boys who did not speak French, had never fired a rifle, and wanted only to go home. Some of the experienced Legion NCOs and soldiers were dispersed amongst them, but the new regiment’s combat value was limited. On 7 January 1871 the troops were loaded into freezing trains to go and join General Bourbaki’s Army of the East, near Montbéliard in the Franche-Comté.5 On 15 – 17 January, Bourbaki’s attempt to relieve the besieged fortress of Belfort failed in the hills around Héricourt, despite odds of two-to-one in his favour; his freezing, hungry army was pushed back in a near rout, and 85,000 men sought internment in  Switzerland. The remains of the Foreign Regiment were not among them; they were at Besancon on the Doubs river when, at the end of January, news arrived of a general ceasefire.6


 



DESPITE THE REPUBLIC’S almost unbroken series of defeats, including the surrender of Metz on 27 October, Paris had held out under siege for four months. The capital’s defences enclosed an area measuring about 7 miles by 6, with a population of nearly 2 million; it was never in danger of actual assault, since its ramparts were too formidable and its garrison too large. It was guarded by a ring of artillery forts up to 3 miles outside the walls themselves, which were massive earthworks faced with brick and masonry, surrounded by a cavernous ditch dominated by 93 artillery bastions. Within this ring the military governor, General Trochu, had (on paper) several hundred thousand men, including the equivalent of nearly 30 regiments of regular troops and 6 more of sketchily trained Gardes Mobiles. In theory, he also had under command 59 regiments of the ‘active’ Garde Nationale de Paris, but in practice these were barely capable even of manning the static defences, and were a threat to public order.7 Parisians had rushed to enlist in their district (arrondisement) units, but many from the desperate workers’ slums joined simply for the pay and the food rations, and most received no meaningful training at all. Many were outspokenly hostile to the ‘quitters’ of the regular army, and furiously resisted any attempt to bring them under military discipline.

While the German besiegers, too, would suffer from hunger and sickness during the bitter winter to come, inside the city Trochu faced problems unknown to Moltke, and these would have direct consequences in the events of March – May 1871. From the beginning, Parisian political factions used the leverage of their National Guard alliances to insist upon sorties that usually had no discernible military goal. These lunges outside the ramparts by the regular troops of Generals Vinoy and Ducrot were uniformly unsuccessful once they got beyond the 3-mile range of the city’s heavy guns, but their failure inflamed the Parisian radicals, who openly insulted the soldiers as cowards. Throughout the siege, hopes were periodically raised and then dashed by reports of various advances and retreats by the armies of the Loire and the North, but no breakout to link hands with a relief force was ever feasible. In December, food and fuel ran desperately short, and the civilian death rate from hunger, cold and sickness rose inexorably. On 5 January 1871, while Parisians haggled over the price of horses’ hooves and dogs’  heads, the Germans extended their shelling from the forts to the city itself.

On 18 January, Bismarck delivered an exquisite insult when, in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles, he proclaimed King Wilhelm I of Prussia the Kaiser of the new German Reich. In a spasm of fury another sortie was hurled out, which cost 3,000 French casualties (probably 400 of them shot in the back by confused National Guardsmen). On 19 January, General Faidherbe’s Army of the North was beaten at St Quentin; on the 20th came news of the final defeat of Chanzy’s Army of the Loire at Le Mans, and soon afterwards reports of Bourbaki’s fiasco outside Belfort. On the 22nd, ‘Red’ National Guards exchanged volleys with Mobiles defending the Hôtel de Ville (the city hall). The following day, Foreign Minister Jules Favre requested a meeting with Bismarck, and an armistice was signed on 26 January.

 



ELECTIONS WERE HELD for a new government to conclude a final peace, and the National Assembly returned at Bordeaux on 8 February was dominated by provincial conservatives. They appointed as prime minister the 73-year-old Adolphe Thiers, who, on 26 February, signed preliminary terms of capitulation: France would give up the border provinces of Alsace and northern Lorraine and pay a huge war indemnity. The Assembly ratified these terms, by an 80 per cent majority, on 1 March – the day that 30,000 German troops paraded down the Champs-Élysées. On 3 March they left the city, but continued to surround the eastern half of the ramparts north of the Seine (from Saint Denis, at roughly ‘12 o’clock’, to Charenton at ‘5 o’clock’). By then, however, Paris was already on the verge of insurrection against the Assembly.

Relief at the raising of the siege was quickly forgotten in the Parisians’ rage over what they saw as a treacherous surrender; Army officers were attacked in the streets and policemen were lynched. The National Guard formed a representative Federation, and these Fédérés swore to resist any attempt to disarm them. The Federals accused the provincial deputies of wishing to restore a monarchy, and they persuaded many soldiers of the garrison to their viewpoint. Guard units from well-to-do districts dissolved as the nervous middle classes fled the city, and a Red element – represented by a self-created Central Committee – grew stronger. Parades on 26 February had brought some 300,000 men on to the streets, at a time when General Vinoy’s garrison had been reduced by the armistice terms to at most 15,000 distinctly shaky regulars. That day, Guardsmen seized some 200 cannon  from artillery parks and dragged many of them off to working-class strongholds on the hills of Montmartre and Buttes-Chaumont.

Prime Minister Thiers entered the capital on 15 March; he and his Republican ministers were well to the Left of the Assembly, but as negotiations with Bismarck continued under the threat of German cannon, they knew it was essential to establish the new government’s authority. Thiers ordered Vinoy to carry out a coordinated occupation of strategic points on 18 March, to recover the artillery and arrest dissident ringleaders, but this attempted coup de main failed. Huge, hostile crowds gathered, and Army officers, lacking any realistic rules of engagement for dispersing them, were helpless to prevent their confused and nervous men from standing aside, or even fraternizing openly. In Montmartre the 88th Marching Regiment fell to pieces; two generals were seized in the street, and that afternoon – despite the protests of the young district mayor, Dr Georges Clemenceau – both were murdered and mutilated by a drunken rabble of men and women. The prime minister’s reaction was immediate, but surprising: by nightfall on 18 March, Thiers’ government and Vinoy’s troops were leaving Paris for Versailles, 7 miles to the south-west. The psychological distance this placed between the Army and the Parisians was as significant as their physical separation.8


 



BARRICADES WERE THROWN UP in the streets and the red flag was hoisted. In the absence of any coherent organization, the Central Committee of the National Guard seized the reins, and on 22 March Guardsmen fired on an unarmed rally by conservatives in the Rue de la Paix. The demands of ideology had already forced the Central Committee publicly to defend the lynchings of Generals Lecomte and Thomas, which caused widespread disgust; now these dozen more killings strengthened Thiers’ position. A parallel mental entrenchment appeared in Paris; after hasty elections, on 28 March a new Red-dominated municipal council installed itself in the Hôtel de Ville under the name of the Commune of Paris.

The word Commune, which has a long history in France, had nothing to do with ‘Communism’; it simply meant a municipality enjoying a degree of self-government. However, once the Commune had been proclaimed, the many competing groups that gathered beneath its flag each clamoured to define it in their own preferred terms. Heated disputes raged between the leaders of various factions; during April and May rival commissions and subcommittees sprang up almost daily, and mutual denunciations led to arrests  at gunpoint. From the first, the baying of bloodthirsty Jacobins could be heard amidst the babble, growing louder as the weeks passed. The Reds were contemptuous of the dithering uncertainties of the moderates, and some genuine sociopaths were to elbow their way to prominence as events careered out of control. In the protective shadow of Charles Delescluze, the ineffectual old Jacobin figurehead, younger men – notably, the security commissars Raoul Rigault and Théophile Ferré – would seize their opportunity to enjoy life-and-death power. Nothing approaching a coherent plan of action was ever achieved; but the Paris poor believed (wrongly) that they had nothing to lose, and collective memories of both cathartic mob violence and brutal repression in 1830 and 1848 opened their ears to extremist rhetoric. And all the time, out at Versailles, Thiers was recovering his nerve.

The Thiers government spoke for the provincial constituencies of the National Assembly. Over the past 80 years ‘deep France’ had grown sick of having ready-made regimes imposed on them by conspirators in Paris, and they now wanted peace on almost any terms. The provinces had elected men whose instincts they trusted, and for once parliament had a genuine mandate from the country at large. Frightened by violent disorder and threats to property rights, the rural, Catholic population heard in the title ‘Commune’ an echo of the Terror of 1793 – 4, which had unleashed widespread horrors on the western provinces. The middle-class tendency to interpret the worst excesses of any Communards as revealing the essential character of the Commune itself was entirely predictable – as was the government’s exploitation of those fears, to justify the military confrontation for which it was now trying to equip itself. Whether that attempt could succeed remained questionable, however; the immediate fear was of a National Guard assault on Versailles in overwhelming numbers, and there was real doubt that Thiers’ 55,000-odd soldiers, militia and gendarmes could – or would – even defend the new government.9


On 27 March 1871 the Foreign Regiment were ordered from Besancon to Versailles by rail, and when they arrived on 1 April they had 66 officers but only 1,003 rankers on strength.10 How many of them could strictly be described by now as ‘légionnaires’ is unclear; we might guess at a total of perhaps 350 men from the original I/ and II/RE from Algeria still in the ranks among the Bretons and French odds and ends. It was normal to equalize battalion and company strengths as far as practical, and – with a critical shortage of seasoned sergeants – to spread experienced corporals and privates-first-class among the youngsters as stiffeners. If that was the case here, then  the RE’s 1st, 2nd and 5th Battalions would have had only about 330 men each, divided into 6 field companies of some 55 men, of whom perhaps 1 in every 3 was a veteran. The high ratio of officers noted on 1 April did not last; by 26 May the colonel was concerned about being able to provide each company with even 2 officers, so many of the original 66 must have been transferred to fill critical vacancies in other regiments. Close personal supervision of the troops was vital at a time when the loyalty of many units was dubious.

 



IT IS NOT A FIGURE OF SPEECH to say that the Imperial army, made up of long-term conscripts and volunteers, had been almost destroyed during the summer of 1870, since only ten of 100 Line regiments had survived. Otherwise the infantry of the National Defence armies of September 1870 to January 1871 were so-called régiments de marche, bearing the number of a regular Line unit but actually assembled from its depot companies and those of two other regiments, bulked out with new conscripts and ‘reservists’ 11 The depot personnel were the essential staff of pen-pushers, storemen and other old sweats necessary to process new recruits; although many were unfit, most at least knew their job by rote, and a few other ex-regulars had also volunteered to return to the colours. However, the great majority of the rank and file were baffled young peasant conscripts, and the ‘reservists’ bore no resemblance to the genuinely trained Landwehr of Bismarck’s armies. At this date French reservists were not veterans who had been discharged after years of service, but the products of that pre-war system that Napoleon III had tried in vain to reform. Even conscripts who drew ‘bad numbers’ in the lottery had been divided into ‘first and second portions’; for lack of funds to equip, train and embody them the latter had been sent home again, to report for a brief spell of instruction each year. The training these ‘second portion’ men had behind them when they were mobilized was (at the very best) three months, at least a year previously.12


These ‘marching regiments’ were led by an equally diverse officer corps. Some had been dug out from behind desks, others had volunteered or been recalled from retirement. About two-thirds of pre-war captains and lieutenants had been commissioned ex-NCOs, and many in the National Defence armies were very newly promoted from the ranks, serving beside military school cadets with perhaps a year’s theoretical instruction, and young volunteers from the educated classes with even less.13 While some of the ex-sergeants were battle-wise, the need for literacy meant that such men  were disproportionately drawn from the administrative NCOs. Whatever their backgrounds, all were products of a tradition that demanded unquestioning obedience to superior rank and to the textbook, and actively discouraged initiative. The haste with which their improvised regiments had been assembled meant that few officers had known their superiors or their subordinates for more than a few weeks, and the introduction of a new manual of infantry tactics in 1869 added to the confusion. In a period when the company officer’s tasks on the day of battle were to turn his colonel’s broadly expressed orders into reality on the ground, and to control and encourage his men by persuasion and example, these were serious handicaps.

In 1870 an infantry battalion still moved and fought en masse, wielded by its commander as a single weapon. The first steps in infantry training were therefore reasonably straightforward: men had to learn how to move together on command; to handle and care for their weapons and bivouac kit; and to shoot reasonably straight when ordered to deliver volleys. This last was not an easy skill to acquire even if (as was seldom the case) there was plenty of time and ammunition for range practice. The large-calibre, single-shot rifles of those days had a robust kick and spewed out a blinding cloud of powder-smoke, and to many returned veterans and reservists the new Chassepot introduced in 1867 – the French soldiers’ only edge over the Prussians – was as much of a mystery as it was to new conscripts. (Since old soldiers always delight in making recruits’ blood run cold, they probably exaggerated the grisly stories about the tendency of the long firing-pin to break and jam in the forward position, so that chambering the next round too smartly could cause a premature discharge that would blow the bolt straight back into the firer’s face, taking his thumb with it.)14


In any case, no training could prepare raw recruits for the shocking and confusing reality of battle. To obey orders under fire (especially artillery fire, which was a new experience even for most veterans) demanded habits of mind that could only be learned through patient example and encouragement by familiar and trusted NCOs and lieutenants, and these were in short supply. Some of their officers were intelligent and humane, some of the NCOs fatherly and resourceful, some of the veterans comradely and encouraging, but taken as a whole the ‘marching regiments’ of the National Defence armies were of uncertain quality when they went into action in autumn 1870. The inevitable breakdowns of the system under campaign conditions had left many of them cold, famished, ragged and rudderless, and by March  and April 1871, when they began arriving around Versailles to reinforce the compromised Paris garrison troops, many had been tested to the brink of collapse.

 



THE RANK AND FILE were disheartened by their winter defeats and privations; bewildered by the political turmoil and wretchedly supplied, sheltered and fed, most of them longed only for their discharge. Except for a few regulars who had broken parole to escape from Metz, their junior officers were equally brittle; appalled by the thought of civil war, significant numbers now took ‘sick-leave’ or applied for transfers. Left without vigorous leadership, with their morale in their boots (if they had any), the troops were sullen at best, and there was a good deal of open talk about refusing to fire on fellow Frenchmen. The central factor in the remedies applied during April was the return from German captivity of many more regular officers, who were both instinctively loyal and ignorant or impatient of the complex politics of the moment.15


On 6 April, command of the new Army of Versailles was given to Marshal MacMahon, whose previous record and wounding at Sedan insulated him from the contempt in which the troops held most Imperial generals. Under his stern but commonsense leadership, the returning professional officers filled all staff posts and unit commands, and many more junior vacancies. These regulars were much better equipped, by experience and conviction, both to discipline and to cajole their men into obedience and reasonable efficiency. They spent a great deal more time with the rankers than had been usual, awarding swift but just punishments and also real encouragement. Parisian soldiers and other suspected malcontents were identified and posted away, although the unfamiliarity of officers with their composites of detachments made this a rather hit-or-miss process. Coming at a time when reservists, volunteers and men from Alsace-Lorraine were also being demobilized, this purge cost some regiments hundreds of men. While MacMahon had about 120,000 troops by late May, some divisions and brigades went into action at less than half their establishment strength. 16


Pay, wine rations, food, shelter and medical care were all improved. There was an attempt to keep Parisian newspapers, whores and booze-pedlars out of the camps, and pro-government papers were distributed. The men were exhorted to remember their soldierly duty, regaled with reports of Communard outrages, and told that it was this godless criminal rabble who were  prolonging the war (and their own military service) needlessly.17 In a nation with a long history of centralized despotism, the countryside’s instinctive suspicions capital played some part in opening their ears, but a genuine hunger for national unity at a time of disaster was more significant. The rank and file would never be remotely enthusiastic about attacking Paris, but as the weeks passed, routine and obedience became the line of least resistance, and some of the troops’ resentments were gradually steered away from authority-figures and towards the Communards.

While there was little mutual respect between regular and wartime-commissioned officers, all believed that they could not put 1870 behind them and build a new France until the ugly boil of the Commune had been lanced. Prime Minister Thiers visited the camps every day; as an old journalist he understood the power of words, and even some of the most ardent republicans became true believers. Paul Déroulède, a progressive young Parisian man of letters, was so scaldingly determined on revenge against Prussia that he ‘took the képi as one takes the veil’; for such agonized patriots the path to the Prussians lay on the other side of the ‘secessionist’ Commune. Déroulède’s képi would be in the midnight-blue of the 30e Chasseurs à Pied, then brigaded with the 39e de Marche and the Régiment Étrangère.18


 



NEITHER SIDE COULD GUESS the other’s intentions, and on 2 April a government probe to the western suburb of Courbevoie sparked confused skirmishing; both sides ran away, but the Versaillais Colonel Boulanger of the 114th Line had five prisoners shot. Reports of this were exaggerated, and the enraged Communard leaders ordered a major sortie for the next day: three columns totalling 30,000 men would march on the Buzenval heights, Meudon and Châtillon.19 The Central Committee had already carelessly allowed government troops to occupy the vital artillery fort of Mont Valérien, due west of Paris, and the events of 3 April would confirm their incompetence. National Guard officers were elected by their men, and many owed their epaulettes more to rhetoric, indulgent slackness and generosity with wine than to any military qualifications. Moreover, Jacobins like Delescluze were not just ignorant of, but actively hostile towards military training. In thrall to the revolutionary myth of the irresistible rush by impassioned patriots, they wrongly believed that the national levée en masse of 1793 had saved the fledgling First Republic by sheer ardour, proving that free men –  sufficiently politicized – did not need the rigid ‘Prussian’ training of the brutalized ‘slave-soldiers’ of the old monarchies.

This had always been sheer fantasy: enthusiasm, rifles and red flags do not transform an eager crowd into soldiers capable of coordinated action and endurance under fire. The National Guards, hardly engaged during the Prussian siege, were quite ignorant of real war, yet were unaware of their ignorance.20 To take only the most mundane practical example: the majority of the National Guard had been armed not with the bolt-action Chassepot, which was in short supply, but with previously muzzle-loading percussion-lock rifles converted to breech-loaders by the so-called tabatière (‘snuffbox’) modification. The tabatière ‘threw high’; to hit a man in the body at 150 yards you had to aim at his knees, and at his feet when the range closed to 100 yards. This went against all natural instinct, and in 1871 many of the virtually untrained National Guardsmen must have wasted their bullets in the air above their adversaries’ heads.21


On 3 April 1871, the confidence of the amateur generals that the ‘royalist’ soldiers of Versailles would not stand and fight proved to be mistaken. Advancing without reconnaissance against troops holding old Prussian positions, the Federals – some of them unprovided with ammunition, and some drunk – were badly shaken by shells from Mont Valérien. A minority fled at once, most others were later dispersed by the hard-charging General Gallifet’s cavalry, and the last surrendered at Châtillon the next morning. The captured leaders, and any suspected of being Army deserters, were shot at once (some of them, again, by the bloodthirsty Colonel Boulanger), thus establishing a trade in mutual reprisals that would escalate over the next eight weeks.22 The city gates were shut and rail traffic was halted, but tens of thousands of citizens continued to flee Paris – especially after the Commune passed their ominous Law of Hostages on 5 April.

 



AFTER THE FAILURE of the 3 April sorties, the Central Committee of the Federation appointed as operational commander one Gustave Cluseret, who at least had wide (if dubious) military experience. A former officer cashiered for theft, Cluseret had fought in the Crimea before embarking on murky overseas adventures, and he was at least enough of a soldier to recognize that its internal anarchy was crippling the National Guard. There was simply no functioning chain of command; untrained unit commanders were sent conflicting instructions by various organs of the Commune, and district mayors often refused orders for the deployment of their battalions  elsewhere in the city. Indiscipline and absenteeism were endemic, and members of some fancifully titled local gangs spent most of their time getting drunk, unchecked by their imitation officers. Too many of the latter saw command not as a serious function but as a political reward, entitling bully-boys to strut around festooned with sashes and pistols like banditti. Cluseret made an attempt to separate men with some potential from those best ignored, but he would claim that he never had more than 30,000 of the former. He appointed as his chief-of-staff the only serving regular Army officer who had joined the Commune, a young lieutenant-colonel of sappers named Louis Rossel. Cluseret’s operations officer was also reliable: Jaroslaw Dombrowski, a Russian-trained veteran of the 1863 Polish insurrection, who was sent to command at Neuilly in the west.

Thiers, a politician for forty years, could judge the mood of crowds; he recognized that even though the Army of Versailles was improving by inches it was still a tool that would break in his hand if he swung it hard. The troops must be committed gradually, with manageable objectives; they must be rested often, cared for and rewarded, and above all they must never be exposed to the risk of heavy casualties. Nobody understood the strength of the Paris defences better than Thiers – it had been he who supervised their construction in the 1840s, when he was King Louis-Philippe’s prime minister. He knew that there was one weak point: at the Point du Jour, where the Seine emerged through the far south-west corner of the ramparts. He never imagined that his infantry could actually storm fortifications; his method would be to besiege the western half of the city, strip it of its outer forts (particularly Fort Issy, commanding the Point du Jour), ratchet up the pressure, and wait for some opportunity to arise. The Prussian-held eastern perimeter was porous; plain-clothes agents slipped in and out at will, and there was always a chance that some Communard faction might be persuaded to enter secret talks.

In the meantime, the first troops were sent forward: to the south, to begin the reduction of Fort Issy, General Cissey’s II Corps; and to the west, to bite their way into the Neuilly defences lying outside the ramparts, Ladmirault’s I Corps, which included Montaudon’s division – one of whose units was the Régiment Étrangère.23


 



ON 7 APRIL THE FOREIGN REGIMENT marched through Courbevoie towards the Neuilly bridge, to the thunder of nearby government artillery duelling with Federal batteries at Porte Maillot (see Map 1). Rested,  well-fed, and with pay in their pockets to spend in any convenient cafécabarets , they were brigaded under General Dumont alongside the Breton 39th Marching Regiment and the 30th Light Infantry Battalion.24 The bridge was blocked off by a Federal barricade; the RE were held in reserve, sheltering behind houses and listening to the crashes of preparatory shellfire and the unmistakable ‘coffee-grinder’ stuttering of hand-cranked mitrailleuses softening up the objective. In the middle of the afternoon the 39th charged, and by nightfall the barricade had been turned into a forward battery for Versailles artillery. Next morning, Dumont’s brigade was relieved and marched back to its camp; this modest baptism of fire had cost the Legion three killed and five wounded.25


After a week’s rest, the Foreign Regiment were back in Courbevoie; late on 15 April, the senior officers crossed the Seine by boat to reconnoitre positions on the north side of the Avenue Neuilly.26 Anchored on a central gun battery, their sector comprised island-blocks of houses and gardens, linked by a trench across the avenue and by side-street barricades. That night, the companies slipped across the bridge in succession under intermittent blind shelling; dawn, and increasing artillery and rifle fire, revealed their positions as less than solid. The pleasant, leafy streets of bourgeois Neuilly were killing-grounds swept by crossfire. The most exposed positions were those held by V/RE on the left flank, between Rue Peyronnet and Boulevard d’Argenson; here the defenders had to abandon one corner of their ‘frame’ when a shelled house collapsed, and they improvised barricades inside the gutted villas from rubble, furniture, pianos and mattresses. However, although the National Guardsmen were fighting very much better than they had in the open fields, they still hesitated to assault. After one half-hearted attempt on the afternoon of 16 April was driven back, Communard officers and their men could be heard shouting curses at one another. This was not a question of ‘cowardice’; the psychology of an infantry combat is more rational than that.

Effectiveness in battle depends upon both training, which gives a man a familiar rhythm to follow when he is scared and confused, and – very largely – upon encouraging leadership, by soldiers who at least give the appearance of being calm, knowledgeable and confident. Most National Guardsmen sorely lacked both of these supports, and without them it was hard to be ‘brave’ if confronted by what a flat-nosed ounce of soft lead could do when it struck human flesh and bone at about 900 miles per hour. In defence of houses and trenches, groups of friends had the comfort of each other’s close  presence and could choose when to show themselves briefly to take a shot. But making an assault meant coming out of cover, and even moderate marksmen with Army Chassepots could lay down a dangerous curtain of fire over the first 200 or 300 yards of the closing distance before a man armed with a ‘snuffbox’ rifle had any hope of replying effectively. Captain Léonce Patry, who had commanded both regular lignards and National Defence conscripts, wrote that the latter had mostly fought just as well as regulars with two to six years’ service behind them; but also that
Nothing is so hard as to lead forward under enemy fire men whose nerves are on edge after being stationary for a long time and who have thereby unlearned the exercise of their will . . . the men, once in skirmish order and well ensconced behind some shelter, in the end do not go forward unless they really want to . . . Hence it is very difficult for company officers to carry along all their troops, and extraordinary and incessant efforts are required to push them forward and lead them right up to their objective. Those who have not fought in a war as infantry subalterns can have no idea of the forcefulness required . . . to get the men in hand . . . and to make them advance against the enemy.27






THE FOREIGN REGIMENT’S 2ND BATTALION came up to take their turn in the exposed sector, at one point (oddly) choosing to reinforce a barricade by dragging heavy glass carboys in panniers across from an abandoned factory; these proved to contain perfumed toilet-water, and the sweaty, dust-caked légionnaires splashed themselves liberally. On the left flank a Federal shell plunged into an occupied house, killing Captain Giraud and a corporal, mortally wounding Sub-lieutenant Maumias and injuring three privates. Although firing artillery on more or less fixed lines from the Porte Maillot a mile away hardly demanded much expertise, the Federal artillery in fact had some skilled gunners and plenty of ammunition.28 On the night of 19 April the légionnaires were relieved and withdrew across the Seine. Their four days and nights in the front line had cost them a casualty rate of about 12 per cent – 3 officers and 15 rankers killed and 111 wounded. Decorations were awarded, and on 20 April, while camped in the Parc de Villeneuve-l’Étaing, the légionnaires received reinforcements of 6 officers and 370 bewildered young conscripts from the 20th and 52nd Marching, bringing each battalion up to about 430 all ranks. In the light of recent experience the regiment was ordered to form a specialist sapper platoon.

On 27 April, the légionnaires of I/RE and V/RE crossed the river again;  this time the 1st Battalion took the left sector, and – unusually – came under heavy infantry attack at once. By now Neuilly looked like a miniature Stalingrad avant la lettre. The British eyewitness Colonel Stanley described every tree cut to pieces and the ground covered with spent canister-shot, broken-up dud shells and flattened bullets; guns were emplaced behind improvised breastworks in once lovely gardens, whose railed walls were broken down to provide access. Disembowelled houses revealed upper floors wobbling from one remaining wall, the smashed wreckage of everything from billiard-tables to mirrors, and the enemy dead left lying for days in the spring heat.29 However, the légionnaires’ morale was reportedly good; by now most of them knew every trench corner and blind window, food came up regularly, and ‘trench days’ earned extra wine and rum rations.

After a few days they were pulled out again, and it was not until the end of the first week in May that they were back in the line at Neuilly. This time they were on the southern perimeter, between Avenue de Neuilly and the Bois de Boulogne. Life was safer here than in the shattered streets north-east of the bridge; there were a few casualties during patrol clashes, but the most memorable event was an encounter between a small Legion outpost and a terrifying figure that turned out to be an orang-utang escaped from the zoo, pursued by its agitated keeper shouting ‘Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!’.30  On 11 May, a rebel attack hit the légionnaires’ right flank from the Bois, but was driven back; reserves came up to block any repetition, and thereafter shellfire was the only threat. The soldiers soon figured out the pattern of firing, timing their chores in the open to coincide with the Federals’ habitual mealtimes before getting back behind shell-proof cover. On 14 May they were withdrawn again, and sent out to police quiet sectors in the villages of Gennevilliers, Asnières and Bécon and the suburb of Clichy. The spring heat was building, and inside the city the defence was crumbling.

 



IN LESS THAN FIVE WEEKS the Commune’s leaders (‘leadership’ implies too much solidarity) had fatally undermined the efforts of two nominal military commanders. After a scare at Fort Issy, Cluseret was arrested on 30 April as a ‘royalist traitor’ – the usual hysterical currency of the Commune; he was replaced by Louis Rossel, who would be hamstrung by the same conspiratorial disunity as his predecessor. He was frustrated in his attempts to organize new inner barricades and redoubts, and to concentrate the hundreds of neglected cannon to some serious purpose. He ordered the formation of infantry ‘battle groups’, each with its own guns, from among those  Guardsmen who seemed willing to fight – now perhaps 20,000, from a theoretical strength of five times that many. The response was disappointing; as always, most men refused to serve outside their own home districts.31 A long struggle over the control of operations led, on 3 May, to the creation of an all-powerful Committee of Public Safety dominated by extremists, but the factional wrangling continued. Most of Rossel’s orders were either ignored or countermanded; when his plan for a counter-attack to ease the pressure on Fort Issy on 7 May was rejected he resigned, was threatened with arrest, and went into hiding.

On 8 May, after a final crushing bombardment, the surviving defenders finally abandoned the shell-ploughed mound of Fort Issy, thus freeing the approaches to the Point du Jour. The visibly dying old Charles Delescluze was now co-opted to head the Committee of Public Safety, but his military instructions extended no further than an appeal to the gods of 1793. MacMahon’s shelling was relentless, and his counter-batteries had smashed many Federal guns; the National Guard were conscripting civilians at gunpoint; untreated wounded lay in rows along the kerbs, while companies without orders wandered aimlessly. The Prussians had blockaded the eastern gates to prevent food coming in, and some 300,000 Parisians had fled the city. Meanwhile, Communard leaders argued passionately over future social legislation, and State Prosecutor Rigault began to drag batches of his 3,000 hostages in front of summary tribunals. 32


Seen from outside the ramparts, however, the recapture of Paris still threatened to be difficult and costly. Attacking through city streets is a meat-grinder of infantry: every move from cover to cover invites fire from concealed defenders, and units can quickly become dispersed and lost in the maze, overlooked by cliffs of deadly windows. The broad, straight central boulevards of Hausmann’s redeveloped city centre were shooting-galleries for artillery. If the side streets had been intelligently blocked, then working around the flanks of Communard positions would be a slow and bloody business, and the Paris mob had a proud Revolutionary history of building formidable barricades. In 1871 the traditional type – basically walls of carts, cabs and horse-buses in-filled with prised-up paving blocks, sandbags and furniture – could hold back infantry, though not artillery for long. However, others were real fortifications straight out of a field engineering manual: massive squared-off stacks of paving blocks and sandbags, at least twice a man’s height, tens of yards thick, and incorporating textbook emplacements for cannon and mitrailleuses.
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WHAT LATER BECAME INFAMOUS AS ‘BLOODY WEEK’ began almost as farce. On the afternoon of Sunday 21 May, sheer carelessness in the Federal manning of the Point du Jour ramparts allowed the returned ex-prisoners of war of Douay’s IV Corps to simply scramble inside without a shot being fired. A mishandled counter-attack was beaten back, and the Versaillais got beyond the only viable inner barrier along the Ceinture railway line. Rampart bastions were cleared and other gates opened for troops and cannon; early the next day, Clinchant’s V Corps regulars worked their way clockwise up the inside of the ramparts on Douay’s left, reaching the Étoile at the top of the shell-battered Champs-Élysées; meanwhile, in the south, Cissey’s motley II Corps got in through the Porte de Versailles and headed north. Some 50,000 men were now inside the walls; the piecemeal Federal defence of western Paris collapsed, and by nightfall on Monday 22nd, MacMahon, from his headquarters with the artillery on the dominating hill of the Trocadéro, could plan an articulated advance eastwards on both banks of the Seine.

Although firing went on throughout the long May days from first light to full darkness, no needless risks were being taken with the soldiers’ lives; determined to avoid chilling his army’s lukewarm morale with heavy casualties, the marshal had strictly forbidden frontal attacks on barricades, and advances were made in unhurried bounds with generous covering fire.33  MacMahon’s pantalons rouges observed the tactical rules that still govern urban fighting to this day, and kept out of the fire-swept streets whenever possible. Artillery was plentiful enough to provide each brigade with at least a section of two guns to support the advance of its assault battalions. The cannon were set up at corners, to sweep both main streets and cross-streets; meanwhile, the infantry tried to outflank each obstacle by finding a way down a parallel street, crossways through alleys and yards, or into and along the continuous rows of houses from the inside. The slow pace of the Versaillais advance gave the Federals time to build about 500 new barricades during the week 21 – 28 May, but although many would be defended bravely, they were thrown up without coordination, and usually lacked interlocking fields of fire at the vague junctions of district battalion sectors.

The famous Federal artillery on the hill of Montmartre – the catalyst for the whole confrontation – remained neglected and more or less silent through lack of preparedness and of orders, and the hilltop village was attacked on the morning of Tuesday 23 May from three sides. Resistance (by both male  and female units) was bitter in places, but it was piecemeal, and by 1pm the hill was in government hands.34 However, that Tuesday saw a much stiffer Federal defence of the central city, on both banks of the river. Fighting was particularly intense against IV Corps on the Right Bank, on a front of Place de la Concorde – Madeleine – Opéra, and behind this on the Rue de Rivoli.

Artillery duels were fought at close range, the concussion carpeting the streets with sucked-out window-glass, and where the shells struck they holed and gutted multi-storey blocks, bringing down roaring avalanches of rubble. Sharpshooters in upper storeys and on rooftops made the open streets murderous, and the echoing noise even of rifle-fire was deafening. The crossfires clipped off showers of leaves and scored the trunks of trees, and wounded men left blood-trails as they dragged themselves towards doors that remained stubbornly closed. The cost was not only in human lives: under the howl and crash of gunfire, mounted couriers were constantly clattering back and forth, and the main streets were crowded with horse-drawn gun-teams, ambulances, and infantry being moved around in horse-buses. The troops sometimes had to inch past maimed horses screaming and kicking in pools of blood and excrement on the cobbles.

Forced back from the Place Vendôme, the Communards set fire to any building that they could not hold. When they finally retreated down Rue de Rivoli towards the Hôtel de Ville during the long spring dusk, the blazing Rue Royale and Tuileries palace were lighting up the sky like a rival sunset; most of the Palais Royale and many other historic buildings also caught fire from wind-blown sparks or were deliberately torched, and the Louvre and Nôtre Dame were only barely saved.35 Meanwhile, Rigault’s henchmen started killing hostages, with slow and horrible inefficiency, at the St Pelagie prison. As Paris burned, the myth of the petroleuses put any woman seen carrying something in the street in peril of summary execution; both sides indulged in a spiral of vengeful killings, goaded on by civilian mobs.

On Wednesday 24 May, the Hôtel de Ville was abandoned and burned by the Communards; in the afternoon, Rigault became trapped in the Latin Quarter and was killed. That morning General Lefèbvre’s 2nd Brigade of Montaudon’s division had come in through the Porte de Clignancourt in the northern ramparts; by noon they had captured the Gare du Nord, and by 7.30pm, the Gare de l’Est (see Map 2). Some of his soldiers slept that night in the Gare du Nord, though fitfully: Federal shells from the Buttes-Chaumont smashed through the high glass vaults and exploded inside, driving them from the concourse and platforms where today’s British  travellers alight from Eurostar trains. 36 During the evening Rigault’s creature, Théophile Ferré, had the Archbishop of Paris and five other prominent hostages murdered at La Roquette prison. That night the Foreign Regiment were warned, as they gazed from the village of Asnières outside the ramparts at the huge red glow in the eastern sky, that their brigade would enter the inferno before dawn. 37


 



IN THE EARLY HOURS of Thursday 25 May, Montaudon brought Dumont’s 1st Brigade marching in through the Porte Maillot in the west and clockwise around the inside of the ramparts. After a long trudge under a blazing sun they reached the North railway freight and coal yards; the 30th Light had to outflank and capture a barricade blocking the upper Rue de la Chapelle, but that evening Dumont linked up with Lefèbvre’s 2nd Brigade. The division spent the night of 25/26 May more or less along the line of the East railway, with the Legion in rear reserve between the North railway and Boulevard Ornano.38 The great fires were not much more than a mile away now, and sometimes a dull rumble could be heard as some seven-storey block collapsed into itself, sending huge gouts of flame licking into the sky. That evening, old Delescluze found the bullet he sought when he tottered up an abandoned barricade across the Boulevard Voltaire. Under cover of night, perhaps 5,000 remaining Communard fighters were falling back to sell their lives dearly in their eastern heartland – the industrial squalor of La Villette, and the narrow slums of Belleville and Ménilmontant.

They had a strong perimeter to defend, especially in this northern sector. Passing in through the northern ramparts, the Canal St Denis ran south to join the Canal de l’Ourcq coming in from the north-east. The latter made a straight, broad moat through the warehouses and quays of La Villette, all the way south-west to the Rotunda customs house at the junction of Boulevard de la Chapelle and Boulevard de La Villette.39 South of that crossing, the dog-leg of the Canal St Martin ran all the way down to Rue du Faubourg du Temple. Well behind these water obstacles, the Federal artillery on the hill of the Buttes-Chaumont covered the northern and western approaches to Belleville. The Versailles corps were now converging: Ladmirault’s I Corps, including Montaudon’s division, from north to south; Clinchant’s V and Douay’s IV from west to east; Vinoy’s Reserve closing the bottom of the bag and pushing northwards, while behind them Cissey’s II Corps mopped up in the south-east.
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THE STIFLING HEAT BROKE in a torrential downpour on Friday 26 May, stopping the spread of the great fires even if it did not put them out. Part of Dumont’s 1st Brigade, stretched between the Gare d’Orléans freight sheds and Bastion 30 on the ramparts, was launched eastwards at the Canal St Denis, but they only captured a bridge at about 3pm. The battalions of the Foreign Regiment seem to have been separated, with one element fighting alongside the 39th Marching up on the East railway; there Dumont’s left wing went on to clear several bastions down to the Canal de l’Ourcq, and stopped for the night in the noisome shelter of the huge city abattoirs.

At the same time, down to the south-west, another Legion element was on the right flank of 2nd Brigade, struggling to overcome barricades at the eastern end of Boulevard de la Chapelle and to clear an approach to the major Federal stronghold in the Rotunda.40 They captured ten cannon and a  mitrailleuse, and Private Gagneux was cited for the Military Medal for killing a Federal officer and seizing the flag of the 124th Battalion. (His captain had four of the prisoners shot. This was not a case of mercenaries bringing African habits to the streets of Paris; Metropolitan units routinely shot prisoners during Bloody Week and, given that the Communards were trying to kill as many fellow Frenchmen as possible with artillery and machine guns, this cannot be surprising. Versaillais atrocities such as the massacre of wounded and doctors in dressing stations are more so.)41 On the left of these légionnaires, a rush by a battalion of 2nd Brigade’s 119th Line finally forced the Federals back from barricades on three sides of the Rotunda, allowing troops to get across the square into the mouths of several streets south of it, though still under fire from the customs house itself.42 During this fighting a sugar refinery and canal warehouses full of grain, alcohol, tar and timber caught fire, blazing with explosive ferocity despite the rain and forcing the evacuation of several streets. At some point during the night of 26/27 May the last Federals abandoned the Rotunda and fell back to the east, though many of the streets round about were still blocked and defended. (By that night the last 50 hostages from La Roquette prison had been murdered in the Rue Haxo.) 43


According to General Montaudon’s memoir, Dumont’s 1st Brigade spent what must have been a comfortless night on the division’s left flank, in the stinking abattoirs and stockyards beside the Canal de l’Ourcq. During the night Montaudon received new orders from I Corps: Grenier’s division would come down from behind his left shoulder to clear the eastern ramparts towards the south, down to the Porte de Pantin. Montaudon was to shift his  weight to the right, maintaining contact with Grenier but ‘acting depending upon circumstances’, to clear the way for an attack on the hill of Buttes-Chaumont on Sunday the 28th. Operations would commence at 11am on the 27th, and commanders were reminded to make the maximum preparatory use of their attached artillery and engineers.44


Montaudon’s 2nd Brigade (Lefèbvre) were already facing eastwards across the Canal St Martin, and at first light on the 27th the divisional commander ordered Dumont’s 1st Brigade down from the abattoirs to link up with Lefèbvre’s left flank. The Foreign Regiment must have marched south-west down the Canal de l’Ourcq, since they got into action close to the Rotunda in today’s Place de Stalingrad. They took a barricade at the bottom of Rue de Flandre, rounded the end of the barge-harbour at Basin de La Villette, crossed the square past the Rotunda, then captured more barricades at the ends of Rue d’Allemagne and Rue de Puebla. On the afternoon of the 27th they worked their way south down the latter street.45


The drill was automatic by now. Scouts went first, dodging from doorway to doorway and shooting at any suspicious windows to draw fire. Orders had been shouted to householders to keep their shutters open but their windows closed; anyone showing himself at an open window paid the fatal price of stupidity, and any sniper instantly revealed himself by the thick puff of powder-smoke. The sapper squads came next, to demolish any abandoned barricades or to circumvent any defended ones by breaking into flanking houses and yards with the leading infantrymen. A gun team then rumbled up, unlimbering at the corner of a block to shell the barricade if it was in the line of sight, prevent movement across the street if it was not, and command the sidestreets; firefights in this heavy weather filled the streets with clouds of choking powder-smoke, unsighting the riflemen of both sides. Inside the houses, meanwhile, the sappers with their heavy axes and crowbars, and infantrymen with their boots and rifle-butts, smashed ‘mouseholes’ through the flimsy plank or lath-and-plaster partition walls, working their way along the row from house to house until they could fire down on the barricade from an upper storey. After a last blast from the cannon, their comrades below could rush what remained.

As each assault unit made progress, the battalions that followed it, accompanied by gendarmes and loyalist ‘National Guards of Order’, searched houses for hidden snipers and arms and interrogated the residents. By 27 May, many National Guardsmen had dumped their weapons and uniforms, and most were careful to have not even a belt or tunic-button in the house  where they were found. God help any man caught with powder-stained hands or a bruised right shoulder; he probably would not even live to join the long, bedraggled columns of prisoners being escorted by cavalrymen out to the Bois de Boulogne, where the merciless General Gallifet’s firing-squads were busy. When prisoners were taken under arms, many were summarily executed, but most reprisals were not the work of the assault troops. Neither did they loot – beyond individual petty thefts – or rape, nor was there even much drinking; the Communards were more conspicuous for that. Always on the look-out for wavering discipline, the Versailles officers kept a tight grip on their men. The same could not be claimed for the irregular Seine Volunteers who accompanied I Corps; anti-Communards who had been forced out of the city in March, they relished the chance to settle political and personal scores.46


By 3pm on the 27th, the Foreign Regiment had got far enough down Rue de Puebla to secure the Marché de Meaux, though under shellfire from the Buttes-Chaumont that now loomed over the rooftops straight ahead of them, just 500 yards away up at the end of Rue Sécretant.47 Off to their right, 2nd Brigade had got across the Canal St Martin to attack Federal barricades in the Rond-Point de La Villette. In earlier centuries this had been the site of the huge Montfaucon gallows, a great square frame of gibbets standing nearly 50 feet high, in what was then a wasteland between the medieval city and the hilltop fields around the quiet rural hamlet of Belleville.

 



THE BUTTES-CHAUMONT had a colourful history over recent decades. Away from the Seine in the centre, old Paris had enclosed a surprising amount of open space, but during the prosperous reign of Louis-Philippe development had accelerated. The population of Belleville mutiplied, as odd clumps of shacks and cottages grew together; the dirt lanes were eventually paved and lit, linking boomtown developments of solid houses with rickety tenements served by a notorious area of bars and brothels.

The catalyst had been the Buttes themselves, a 150-foot hill feature where gypsum – the raw material for ‘plaster of Paris’ – was mined and processed. The quarries on and to the east of the hill were called ‘America’, either because of the destination of much of their product or (more pleasingly) because they were at the edge of the inhabited world. During the boom years, when the hill was riddled with tunnels dug by primitive capitalists, this was an uncontrolled frontier where men could make their fortunes or get killed with equal ease. Powder-blasting and the thudding of  steam crushing-mills deafened Belleville from dawn to dusk, and coal-fired furnaces smoked day and night. Men frequently died in collapsing tunnels, and roadways far from the hill began to subside into the random burrows it sent out. As the unrestricted diggings were gradually abandoned, the destitute and the predatory moved in, and this wilderness of craters and spoil-heaps acquired a sinister reputation. The population of Belleville was further swollen, and radicalized, during the 1850s – 60s, when industrialization and Hausmann’s redevelopment of the central city drove the poorest classes outwards into jerry-built slums to live as best they could on starvation wages.

In 1862, Napoleon III decreed that the eyesore should be turned into a public park, and by an extraordinary effort his civil engineers, public works officials and gardeners got it ready for its grand opening in time for the Universal Exhibition of April 1867. The honeycombed hilltop was filled and carved into a landscaped horticultural garden-cum-arboretum around several artificial lakes, overlooked by a dramatic 90-foot pinnacle crowned with a shining copy of the Temple of Sybil at Tivoli. Rich and poor alike could stroll along winding paths beside waterways flanked by exotic trees and plantings gathered from all over the world, marvelling at a 60-foot grotto complete with brand-new stalactites, while waterfalls splashed down rockfaces cloaked with climbing plants.

By the afternoon of 27 May 1871, this hilltop and that of Père Lachaise cemetery a mile and a half to the south were the last two important positions that the Communards held.

 



BY LATE AFTERNOON on 27 May the hill was surrounded on three sides, with Montaudon’s 1st and 2nd Brigades in a rough semi-circle from the centre of the north slope down to the west, and although the Buttes were supposed to be tomorrow’s objective the divisional commander decided not to wait. His flanks were secure; on his left, Grenier had taken a brigade right down to Bastion 21 behind the hill and was delivering supporting fire from 12-pounders and mitrailleuses. At 4pm Montaudon gave the signal for the assault; the details of the attack are unclear, but we do know that it did not take long. The Foreign Regiment had had enough of cautious step-by-step advances; two companies headed the central assault column, simply charging up the steep Rue Sécretant ‘under a hail of bullets’ and throwing themselves up the slopes in front of them. After a fairly brief fight they reached one of the summits and planted the tricolour, while the 36th Marching  from 2nd Brigade stuck theirs at the top of the western slope, and Abatucci’s brigade from Grenier’s division then came panting up from the ‘American quarries’ to the east.

The defenders were attacked from two, later three, sides simultaneously, after being bombarded from about 1,300 yards by 120mm guns and raked by  mitrailleuses; this was well within the latter’s effective range for an area target such as a gun-battery, which is exactly what they had originally been designed to shoot at. We might speculate that the two Federal batteries were neither well sited nor properly protected from fire by breastworks (these were certainly neglected at Montmartre). Whatever the reason, light Versaillais casualties confirm that the pantalons rouges cannot have had to charge gun-muzzles hurling out canister-shot. The Legion casualties are not recorded, but seem to have been less than twenty; three lieutenants were cited specifically for their behaviour here, and Lieutenant Dupont’s men were reportedly the first to reach the Federal guns.48


To the south, the two Federal batteries in Père Lachaise cemetery had also fallen, to General Vinoy’s naval troops. There was still plenty of light, and while Montaudon established his staff on the Buttes he wanted to get men down into the streets to the south – presumably to prevent the Federals consolidating a front facing the south side of the park to resist the final crushing of Belleville the following day. The légionnaires of I/ and II/RE were at first ordered to remain on the hill for the night, no doubt beginning the task of dragging corpses together for the pyres that would send stinking smoke over the city for days afterwards. The V/RE moved down out of the park and south towards Place des Fêtes, accompanied by the Seine Volunteers.

At about 6pm they reached the entrance to this large, open marketplace and fairground, where the Seine Volunteers charged a barricade – presumably across the Rue de Crimee or des Solitaires – and lost their Major Delbos in the taking of it. He was their second commanding officer to be killed in four days (Major Duriue had fallen in Montmartre), and we may guess that they added to their reputation for shooting prisoners out of hand. The V/RE passed through into the square and towards a barricade on the far side. A group of Federal stragglers were sitting drinking in a bar close to it; when they opened fire a Wild West gunfight ensued, with shots being traded under tables and up the stairs. The légionnaires cleared the house, then burst out of it on to the barricade, taking it for the loss of two men killed. Other companies bumped into significant resistance just beyond the square, and the 5th  Battalion CO called his men back; he wanted no confused firing in the dark streets, and established his unit in a ‘hedgehog’ at Place des Fêtes for the night, reinforced on its wide perimeter by three companies of II/RE sent down from the Buttes.49


 



THE LAST COMMUNARD FIGHTERS were mopped up on Whit Sunday, 28 May, as the cordon around the remaining blocks of the 19th and 20th Districts was pulled tight by I Corps and the Reserve. The Federals were now surrendering in large numbers, but soldiers found that it was still perfectly possible to get themselves killed that morning. From 5am there was a brisk exchange of fire between opposing positions in the streets of Belleville, until cannon on the Buttes intervened to start the légionnaires on their way. On the left, V/RE moved eastwards to the ramparts, clearing barricades along Rues du Pré St Gervais and des Bois. In the centre, II/RE ran down streets at the double; by 10am the tricolour was flying from the church of St Jean Baptiste, and the Commune’s last headquarters in the 20th District town hall soon fell. A British witness trapped at the mairie described a soldier of the Legion calling for everyone to lay down their weapons and surrender; the Englishman went forward, and made sure his name was recorded as having been taken unarmed. 50


On the regiment’s right, I/RE took their last barricade at the corner of Rues de Belleville and Puebla; General Grisot wrote that this last day cost the RE two killed and 14 wounded. It was west of Rue de Puebla that the diehards of the Federal 191st Battalion went down fighting, around Faubourg du Temple and Rue Saint Maur. Most of the shooting was over by 2pm on Sunday afternoon, but what seems to have been the very last barricade was taken at about 6pm by men from the Legion’s brigade-mates, the 30th Light Infantry. It was there, at the corner of Rue de Tourtille and Rue Ramponneau, that the Versaillais apparently suffered their last casualty: the passionate young Lieutenant Paul Déroulède, badly wounded in the arm, would get his Cross for seizing a red flag.51 That night, all three battalions of the Foreign Regiment were back in bivouac on the Buttes-Chaumont, where their drums and bugles beat ‘Retreat’ to remind Parisians that the Army now owned the hill.

Total Versaillais casualties since the beginning of April had amounted to 877 killed (including three generals) and 6,454 wounded; during Bloody Week perhaps 3,500 Federals were killed in action or died of wounds.52 The Foreign Regiment spent 29 May gathering up weapons and disposing of Communards  in Belleville. Although the regimental diary admits with some regret that ‘large numbers’ of prisoners were shot locally on 28 – 29 May, there is no apparent evidence that the RE played any part in the mass executions carried out in cold blood during the next fortnight.53 On 30 May the RE were sent to the barracks of La Pépinière; these former quarters of the Imperial Guard had been left in such a state of wrecked squalor by the Communards that it took the légionnaires four days to clean up.

 



IN THE ANGUISHED HANGOVER from that ‘Terrible Year’, the French state and its army faced a painful period of introspection, and during this demoralizing exercise the presence in France of l’Armée d’Afrique would be neither necessary nor welcome. Since the participation of foreign mercenaries would have been positively embarrassing in MacMahon’s victory parade at Longchamp on 29 June, on the 10th a ministerial decision was taken to return the Foreign Regiment to Algeria. The next day the légionnaires left Paris by rail for Toulon, where on 15 June they embarked on the Drôme for Mers el Kebir.54 They belonged, after all, to a colonial regiment. However indistinguishable their behaviour in the streets of Paris from that of the improvised units of the Metropolitan Army, they had been raised and trained for a different sort of soldiering.




PART ONE:

SOLDIERING IN THE TIME OF FEVER




1.

The Tools of Empire

With a whole Metropolitan regiment I could not venture two hours’ outside the town – with a single company of the Legion I could make a tour of Tonkin.

General Francois Oscar de Négrier1


 



 



THE FRANCO-PRUSSIAN WAR that culminated in the destruction of the Paris Commune was the first in which regiments raised specifically for service outside France had been employed in the defence of ‘the Hexagon’ itself. In comparison with the use there of three regiments of Algerian ‘turcos’, the illegal shipping of half the Legion to France had attracted little comment, but the distinction between Metropolitan troops and those transferred from North Africa was not solely racial. French colonial troops – in the generic, rather than the specific administrative use of that term – were tacitly understood to have a different character from the Metropolitan Army, and to have entered a different implicit covenant with the state. These were not French farmboys, conscripted into uniform to spend seven years in some other part of France before re-entering the life of their family and village. Colonial troops enlisted voluntarily, breaking not only their personal bonds but also many of their ties with the national family, to soldier far away in the service of a more robust military doctrine. In crude terms, they were a tool designed for dirtier work in harsher fields, and a glance at that work should perhaps precede a summary of their history and organization.

 



THE DEFINING TASK of such troops was to kill those members of native populations who resisted the advance of the Europeans. If native fighting men could not be brought to battle and defeated immediately, then subjection was achieved by running off their flocks and destroying their villages,  orchards, crops and stored food, thereby inflicting starvation on their families until their leaders submitted. The human reality behind the phrase ‘destroying their villages’ varied widely in practice. In North Africa a ‘village’ might be anything from a douar –  a scatter of tents, overrun with a minimum of drama and bloodshed after a couple of volleys, to a ksar –  something resembling a medieval castle, that had to be shelled and stormed, house by house, at the point of the bayonet.

The French Army in the late nineteenth century (though not its native auxiliaries) was a disciplined force; its officers allowed petty looting for the cooking-pot, but well understood the dangers of unleashing their men to sack without control. But if some soldiers raised in today’s liberal democracies can occasionally behave barbarously during wars fought among populations that they perceive as wholly alien, then we can hardly be shocked that their great-grandfathers did the same. There were, of course, cultural differences between various national armies, and compassionate exceptions among Christian believers, but in those days any sense of global shared humanity was shallowly rooted. The colonial soldiers of those times and places lived in a past that is doubly a foreign country to us, and they did things differently there.

It is easy to condemn such brutalities automatically, but we should beware of self-righteous cant; these soldiers were the organic products of a world that most of us would find terrifying. Statistically, it is safe to assume that only a tiny minority of the readers of this book have ever known lives of real Third World hardship, hunger, superstition, and arbitrary violence without appeal. For the nineteenth-century European underclasses such experiences might be the norm, and illiteracy denied most of them any understanding of a better world. When men born into such conditions were offered regular meals, a comprehensible system of reward and punishment, clearly defined tasks and a sense of collective self-esteem, they could be shaped into a weapon, but it would remain a rather indiscriminate one. It is dauntingly difficult for us to imagine ourselves into the minds of unreflective men – both the illiterate and the educated – who lived on the far side of the absolute historical watershed of the First World War. Before that uniquely traumatic experience most people simply did not question the need for wars nor the moral status of those who fought them, and the things that might sometimes happen on campaign were no business of civilians; after all, the adversaries that they were fighting never took prisoners themselves, except with the very worst of intentions.

French colonial forces shared with all other such armies not only the values of their times, but also the lack of the external check that would be introduced – however haphazardly, and often unjustly – by the late twentieth-century mass media. In the absence of the babbling international conversation that deafens our own age, events had witnesses and some had chroniclers, but they did not have a world-wide reactive audience. After a distasteful episode the occasional letter from an indignant officer might reach his friends, but seldom any wider echo-chamber; in a deferential age there was a strong ethic, sincerely held by decent men, of discretion owed to the respected institutions of army and state. There were exceptions – in France, notably, when such a letter revealed the deranged butchery of two Naval Troops officers named Voulet and Chanoine in West Africa in 1899; but usually, the sound of brutalities committed far off in the wilderness died away into silence after the passage of a few miles and a few days – if they were even considered to be brutalities, in that environment.2 In justice, it must be said that by the turn of the century crimes such as those of Voulet and Chanoine were exceptional, particularly north of the Sahara. The more intelligent commanders insisted that gratuitous brutality was both contemptible and counter-productive, and generally the troops’ attitude to civilians was one of callous indifference rather than active cruelty, leavened with episodes of sentimental kindness to children and their mothers. Ill-treatment is not an absolute: there are degrees, and we can assume that these differences were significant to the native populations.

Once peace had been established in new colonies the French forces planted small dispersed garrisons to maintain local security. As the initial violence receded in the memory (for the native peoples it had been, after all, only one incident in a history of violence stretching back to time out of mind), so workaday contacts brought at least a degree of mutual toleration. There was little French intrusion into daily life, and most inland communities never even saw a white man. After a while, some benefits of the new stability might become apparent: a check upon tribal warfare, safer travel and increased internal trade, and – if they were lucky – some material improvements to their way of life.

However, when a native people submitted to white administration there was always a vaguely defined frontier with the territory of those still unsubdued – the tribes of either a masterless hinterland or a neighbouring native state. Rebels could find safe refuge over these borders, and the free tribes also tended to raid the peaceful and thus more productive subdued tribes,  who looked for protection to the colonial garrisons. Field columns would be assembled from among these troops, to march out once again; and so the process would be repeated, as European flags crawled steadily across the maps towards one another. The regiments that carried them showed a diversity of character that sometimes went beyond simple national differences.

 



UNLIKE GREAT BRITAIN – whose all-volunteer battalions might be posted anywhere from Aldershot to Canada or to Burma – France had raised particular units specifically for service overseas. Initially, however, in the 1880s – 90s, the expeditionary forces for colonial conquests were a mixture of troops from three distinct organizations.

The first was the Metropolitan Army, ‘le biff’ – the young conscripts fulfilling their years of obligatory military service. The second were the Naval Troops; these were volunteers before the mid-1870s, a mixture of volunteers and conscripts from then until 1893, and thereafter solely volunteers once again. The third was l’Armée d’Afrique (from 1873 designated the 19th Army Corps), raised mostly in Algeria from both Europeans and Arabs. The Africa Army’s infantry was composed of white Zouave and (penal) Africa Light Infantry conscripts; Foreign Legion volunteers; and native volunteer Algerian Skirmishers (‘turcos’). The cavalry were the Chasseurs d’Afrique (Africa Light Horse), who were white conscripts leavened with some volunteers both white and native, and the Arab volunteer Spahis.

The Naval Troops (Troupes de la Marine) traced their history back to a company raised for overseas service in 1621. Their development had been complex, but by the late nineteenth century their mission was defined as protecting naval bases both in France and the colonies, while also providing temporary task-organized units (régiments de marche) for global operations, specifically in sub-Saharan Africa, Asia and the distant oceans. After the Franco-Prussian War four large regiments were based at Cherbourg, Brest, Rochefort and Toulon, with an unusual, baggy structure. A Régiment d’Infanterie de Marine might administer as many as 45 companies (instead of the conventional 12 of a Metropolitan Régiment de Ligne), of which 18 were usually serving overseas at any one time. In the early 1870s the Naval Infantry (‘marsouins’) totalled about 20,000 men and the Naval Artillery  (‘bigors’) another 3,300. The first experiments in forming ad hoc West African auxiliary companies into regular battalions had also added some  thousands of Senegalese Skirmishers, led and administered by Naval Infantry cadres.3


This corps was administratively a historical leftover; the defence of home naval bases was now simply an aspect of overall national defence, and since 1856 the traditional tasks of embarked soldiers had been taken over by specially trained sailors (fusiliers-marins). Since the admirals wanted to spend their budgets on the Fleet, they neglected their land units badly, while reflexively snarling at the many recommendations that these simply be turned over to the War Ministry. Trapped by this inertia, officers of the Naval Infantry endured inferior career prospects and prestige to those in both the Fleet and the Army, until the Tonkin (North Vietnam) campaigns of 1883 – 5 raised the service’s profile and began to attract high-flyers.

The death rate from disease was high among the Naval Troops, but higher still in the Metropolitan regiments sometimes deployed to colonial theatres. Shipping the conscripted sons of French voters to far-off, fever-ridden hellholes was eventually admitted to be politically unsustainable, militarily ineffective, and a distraction from their proper task – that of training for revenge against Germany for the disasters of 1870 – 71. The folly of sending Metropolitan units on such expeditions became a matter of scandal when the Madagascar campaign of 1895 cost the mixed Army/Navy/African expeditionary force some 5,000 deaths from tropical disease (nearly one-third of its strength), the highest price being paid by the Metropolitan troops.

In 1900 the Army finally prised the Naval Troops – equivalent in peacetime to a whole army corps – from the grip of the admirals. An Act of 7 July 1900 transferred them to a separate 8th Directorate of the War Ministry under the title of Colonial Troops, with their own general staff and their own career structure; they also kept their anchor badge and all-blue uniforms for reasons of morale.4 Significantly, however, the conscription law of 30 July 1893 – which had seen their numbers drop by some 10,000 between 1897 and 1900 – remained in force. The Colonial Troops received no annual quota of conscripts, and had to fill their ranks entirely by voluntary enlistment; substantial bounties were offered, with pensions and reserved civilian employment after discharge. Despite its title, however, la Coloniale was not given back any monopoly of overseas operations.

Since the early 1880s the predominance of the Naval Troops in every overseas theatre beyond North Africa had fanned inter-service rivalries, with consequent jockeying for political influence and funding. The Army, too,  needed a solid core of stoic white infantry who could be sent anywhere in the world as an armature for the Arab regiments that provided most of the Army bayonets for colonial campaigns. Over the period 1883 – 1914, this tough spine was increasingly provided by the mercenaries of the Foreign Legion, whose numbers were steadily multiplied during those years from four to twelve battalions. One consequence would be an increasing sense of rivalry – robustly expressed during chance encounters in alleyways and brothels – between the French soldiers who wore the blue trousers and anchor badge of In Coloniale, and the mercenaries sporting the red trousers and seven-flamed grenade of la Légion.

 



EVEN DURING THE THIRTY YEARS of vigorous colonial expansion before 1914 there was a general public vagueness about the Légion Étrangère, which had almost never been seen on French soil: many people had heard of it, but few felt any real curiosity. From the upper slopes of the Metropolitan military establishment the Legion was regarded as a functional but mildly embarrassing afterthought, little better than a labour corps. It was confused by civilians and even by some soldiers with the ‘joyeux’ of the Africa Light Infantry – Bataillons d’Infanterie Légère d’Afrique (BILA or ‘Bats d’Af ’) – the distinctly grim units in which convicted civil criminals had to fulfil their military service obligation, and to which military offenders were sometimes transferred.5 The French Army’s leadership under the early Third Republic was an uneasy amalgam of Bourbon monarchists (both Legitimists and Orléanists), Bonapartists and Republicans, but in an officer corps sharply conscious of the wide divisions within its own ranks, at least the more educated and monied could unite in regarding the Legion as an impossibly unfashionable bunch of dim roughnecks. Intellectuals from the École Polytechnique and exquisites of the cavalry assumed that it was led by black sheep or the socially untouchable, who were condemned to serve in lethally unhealthy postings far from the career-enhancing gossip and networking of officers’ club and city salon. Neither in France nor abroad, however, was the Legion’s image as a military underclass specifically due to the fact that it enlisted foreign soldiers.

The word ‘mercenary’ has been used and understood in different ways since the early 1960s, when the collapse of the former Belgian Congo first brought it into the headlines. In fact, there has always been a clear distinction between the hired freelance seeking high short-term rewards, and the foreign-born professional soldier accepting unremarkable wages for long-term  service. It takes a rather wilful ignorance to refuse to recognize the essential difference between, say, the affreux of mid-twentieth-century Africa and the Royal Gurkha Rifles, though both could loosely be described as mercenaries. Given the possibility of confusion, however, the historical resonance of the term demands some examination.

 



WRITERS FORAGING for a ringing epigraph have sometimes chanced upon A. E. Housman’s poem Epitaph on an Army of Mercenaries, but those splendidly stoic lines have nothing whatever to do with the Foreign Legion. Housman wrote it in September 1917, on the third anniversary of the First Battle of Ypres, in order to honour the regular soldiers of the old 1914 British Expeditionary Force who had fallen in their tens of thousands while resisting the German invasion of Flanders. To define long-service professional soldiers of our own national army as ‘mercenaries’ is not a usage many of us would recognize today – when it would embrace, among others, the whole armed forces of the English-speaking world – but in Housman’s day the term did not carry today’s baggage of disdain. It simply described soldiers who enlisted voluntarily for pay rather than being conscripted by compulsion; in the nineteenth century, and still when Housman wrote his praise-song over the graves of the BEF, the word was simply a technical description, which could apply equally to home-born and foreign volunteers. In the past, European powers had routinely hired foreign troops in formed regiments; equally, many officers were permitted, even encouraged, by their governments to rent out their skills to other friendly rulers.

The unthinking presumption that a nation’s army should, in honour, consist only of men born in that country is of recent origin. The very concept of a national standing army dates only from the seventeenth century, and its birth certainly did not make the medieval practice of employing foreign soldiers obsolete. For instance, a quarter in modern Gdansk is still known as ‘Old Scotland’, and it is estimated that in 1600 no fewer than 37,000 Scots were living in Poland to provide a pool for mercenary recruitment. The Thirty Years War (1618 – 48) saw the beginnings of permanent national forces, and during the 1620s King Gustavus Adolphus was conscripting about 2 per cent of Sweden’s male population for regional regiments each year; but at the same time he was also employing very large numbers of Germans and more than 30,000 Scottish, English and Irish soldiers .6 Long-term employment of whole foreign brigades (notably, Swiss and Irish) was a permanent feature of several eighteenth-century European standing armies. While  Britain’s naval strength allowed it to avoid military conscription, its small volunteer army was supplemented by many foreign mercenary units led by a mixture of skilled professionals and political emigrés.

During the Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars between 1793 and 1815, Britain’s field armies included many battalions of Germans other than King George’s Hanoverian countrymen, and also of Frenchmen, Dutchmen, Belgians, Swiss, Italians, Sicilians, Corsicans, Maltese, Greeks, Albanians and Croats – to say nothing of its non-European garrisons in the West Indies, South Africa, Asia and the East Indies.7 Neither was this trade all in one direction, for the flow reversed in parallel with political developments. The aftermath of Waterloo threw many British ex-soldiers into penury, and some 5,500 of them sailed off to fight for Simon Bolivar in the South American wars of independence, led by officers many of whom had also served under Wellington.8 French and Italian officers, in their turn, travelled as far afield as the Punjab to rent out the skills they had learned under Bonaparte.

 



WHEN LOUIS-PHILIPPE, THE LAST KING OF FRANCE, raised the Légion Étrangère on 9 March 1831 specifically for service in Algeria (see Chapter 2), there was no disgrace in regular mercenary soldiering. A foreign regiment on the payroll was simply another state asset – indeed, in 1835 Louis-Philippe passed the original formation over as a gift to the Queen Regent of Spain during the Carlist civil war (though he had to re-raise it almost at once). By 1870 the Foreign Legion may not have been fashionable, but militarily it was perfectly respectable. This respect had not been earned by its hard labour and savage little battles in Algeria – in which the French public showed little interest – but during ‘proper’ wars: the foreign expeditions mounted by Napoleon III in the 1850s – 60s.

The last surviving son of the great Corsican adventurer’s brother Louis had grown up in exile, but after the Orléanist monarchy fell to the 1848 Revolution this tireless conspirator had managed to get himself elected president of the Second Republic, France’s first experiment in democracy. The ‘prince-president’ proved an untrustworthy guardian for this political infant: in December 1851 a slick military coup raised him to absolute power, massively endorsed by a popular plebiscite and consolidated by means of purges and police spies. A year later he was proclaimed Emperor of the French, taking the regnal name Napoleon III in deference to his dead cousin, ‘l’Aiglon’. The emperor inherited the conditions for a decade of impressive industrial and economic growth that expanded a newly wealthy, and thus  broadly contented bourgeoisie. Since his Bonaparte blood was his only real claim to power, and resurrecting French prestige his only real policy, he launched a number of military expeditions during his first decade on the throne, and his generals from Algeria won him some of the laurels with which he hoped to distract Frenchmen from his domestic police state.

When a French army fought alongside the British in the Crimea in 1854 – 5, four battalions of the Legion spent freezing months in the trenches before Sebastopol. In May 1855 their Colonel Viénot was killed in a night attack on the city’s Malakoff bastion, and in September a hand-picked company of légionnaires carried scaling ladders for the final successful assault; however, despite its thousand dead in the Crimea, the Legion was still virtually unknown outside l’Armée d’Afrique itself. In 1859 Napoleon decided to meddle in northern Italy’s war of independence from Austria, and the Legion distinguished itself at Magenta in June. Another colonel, de Chabrière, fell at the head of his men, and as the légionnaires fought their way into the town their corps commander, General Patrice MacMahon (himself descended from an emigré mercenary) was said to have remarked ‘The Legion’s there – this job’s in the bag!’. Before the Crimea the Legion’s ability to face modern armies in battle had been questioned, but now the mercenaries were given a place of honour in the victory parade through Milan. The prohibition on their ever serving on French soil that had been decreed at their raising in 1831 was briefly relaxed, and Parisians were mildly intrigued by their participation in the triumphal march through the capital on 14 August 1859. Within a few years, however, the Imperial gambler’s luck ran out, and the légionnaires found themselves among the chips thrown down for his losing bet.

 



‘L’AVENTURE MEXICAINE’ began as an international attempt to recover debts owed by the government of President Benito Juárez of Mexico. With the United States safely embroiled in its own Civil War, in December 1861 Spanish, French and British troops landed at Veracruz on the east coast to seize the customs house. The Spanish and British sensibly withdrew in April 1862; but Napoleon (and his forceful Spanish empress, Eugénie) allowed himself to be convinced that a Catholic client state could be created for France in the Americas. Mexican conservatives, incensed by the threat to their privileges posed by the Zapotec Indian reformer Juárez, assured French envoys that the people would rise up in support of an intervention. Apparently believing them, Napoleon used French bayonets to install the  unemployed Austrian Archduke Maximilian as a vassal Emperor of Mexico, at the head of the reactionary party in this civil war.

The anticipated easy victory did not materialize, and by April 1863 the French army was tied down by the difficult siege of Puebla, 150 miles inland and the key to any advance on Mexico City. Colonel Jeanningros’ Foreign Regiment were not in the trenches but on the lines of communication, dispersed through the pestilential ‘hot lands’ below the escarpment to guard 75 miles of the road up from Veracruz against frequent attacks. Although they had only been in sub-tropical Mexico for a month they had already paid a heavy toll to the ‘black vomit’ and malaria. On 29 April, when the 3rd Company of the 1st Battalion were ordered to march back down the track to meet and escort an important convoy carrying up stores and pay for the siege army they numbered only 62 NCOs and men and one officer, Sub-lieutenant Vilain. Two officers of the regimental staff volunteered for the mission: the standard-bearer, Sub-lieutenant Maudet (like Vilain, an ex-NCO), and the adjutant-major Captain Jean Danjou. A veteran of Sebastopol, Magenta and Solferino, Danjou was recognizable to all by his articulated wooden left hand, carved for him in Algeria in May 1853 after a signal gun had blown up in his fingers. In the pre-dawn darkness of 30 April 1863, he led the company out of Chiquihuite and down the track; the cliché is that they ‘marched into legend’, but it was a legend that took many years to spread very far.

This is not the place for yet another detailed account of what became – long afterwards – the Legion’s holy day. The defence of the stableyard of La Trinidad farm at Camaron (immortalized by a misspelt report as ‘Camerone’) has been pored over by historians with the same reverent pedantry accorded to the defence of Rorke’s Drift.9 In brief, about 45 légionnaires who survived a first attack in the open held the walls against nearly 2,000 Mexicans throughout a furnace-hot day, with virtually no water. Before he was killed, Danjou made them swear not to surrender; they fell fighting, one by one, rejecting two more calls to lay down their arms and save their lives. Late afternoon found only five left on their feet: Sub-lieutenant Clément Maudet, Corporal Philippe Maine, and légionnaires Victor Catteau, Gottfried Wenzel and Laurent Constantin. They decided to die fighting; firing their last shots at point-blank range, the five charged the enemy with the bayonet. Catteau tried to protect his officer and died with 19 bullet wounds, despite which Maudet fell mortally wounded; but the Mexican Colonel Cambas prevented his men from killing the other three. In accordance with Cambas’ promise  to Corporal Maine, the provincial governor Colonel Don Francisco de Paula Milán had the French wounded taken from the field and treated as well as circumstances allowed; of the légionnaires taken alive, 20, or possibly 22, would survive captivity. The convoy, warned of the ambush, had halted, and reached Chiquihuite in safety on 4 May; and on 19 May, Puebla finally fell to General Forey’s siege army.

When Colonel Jeanningros’ column approached Camerone on 1 May they rescued from his hiding-place in the cactus Drummer Casimir Laï, wounded nine times. In a ditch behind the farmhouse they found the stripped corpses of 23 dead, but were forced to leave them where they lay until they were able to return two days later. When they finally buried what the vultures and coyotes had left of Jean Danjou, his wooden hand was nowhere to be seen. In 1865 Colonel Thun of the allied Austrian Legion in Mexico wrote to Jeanningros that one of his officers had found it some 75 miles away, in the possession of a French-born rancher named L’Anglais (but that this patriot wanted 50 piastres for it). The recovery of this ‘precious souvenir’ attracted the attention of the French commander-in-chief in Mexico, Marshal Bazaine, but only because he himself was a former Legion sergeant who had fought in Algeria.

When the Legion were shipped home to Algeria in February 1867 the wooden hand went with them in the baggage of Colonel Guilhem. In time it would become the Legion’s most sacred relic; but the great annual ceremony of which it forms the centrepiece today was choreographed only in 1931, and the anniversary does not seem to have been specifically celebrated even at unit level before 30 April 1906 (when a historically minded lieutenant in a tiny post in North Vietnam paraded his platoon and told them the story). The 3rd Company’s stubborn defiance, unto death, was admired in the expeditionary army, and the emperor himself instructed that ‘Camerone’ should be embroidered as a battle honour on the regimental flag. He also ordered that the names of the company’s three officers be inscribed in gold on the walls of the Hôtel des Invalides, the shrine to French Army tradition in Paris, but the fact that this instruction was not obeyed until eighty-six years later suggests that the Legion still did not carry much weight with the military establishment.

After Camerone the Mexican civil war dragged on for four more years, and French troops increasingly became involved in self-defeating counter-insurgency. In 1865, Union victory in the American Civil War brought General Phil Sheridan down to the Rio Grande with a corps of 50,000 men  to make threatening noises. The ‘Mexican adventure’ ended in death by firing squad for Maximilien and in humiliation for Napoleon, and thereafter most Frenchmen were inclined to forget about it as quickly as possible. Their focus of attention now lay to the east, where Prussia’s astonishing defeat of Austria – Hungary at Sadowa in July 1866 had forced the other European nations to adjust themselves to a drastically revised balance of power.

In October 1866, while the French expeditionary force was retreating towards Veracruz for withdrawal, it was announced that the Legion would be left behind in Mexico to continue serving Maximilien, just as it had been gifted to Queen Isabella of Spain thirty years before; if the order had not been countermanded on 16 December almost nobody today would ever have heard of the French Foreign Legion. The regiment sailed for Algeria in February 1867, leaving behind nearly 2,000 dead, probably 80 per cent of whom had died of disease.10


 



EIGHT YEARS AFTER CAMERONE, as we have seen, a few hundred men of the old Foreign Legion would visit the French capital for a second time, in a less celebratory mood than in 1859. At the earliest opportunity they were shipped back to Algeria, where – as in Metropolitan France – the fall of the Second Empire had unleashed both political turmoil and violent rebellion.




2.

‘France Overseas’

What could be more legitimate than to oblige the convenience of 2.5 million Arabs to give way to the higher interests of 40 million Frenchmen?

Napoleon Lannes de Montebello, 1871


 



Should any misfortune have attended the march of the column, and a retreat become necessary, these Arabs, hitherto so timid, will not hesitate to engage in a hand-to-hand fight. The wounded, if left behind, are mutilated, and the pursuit assumes, by day and night, every feature that will try the nerves of the best troops.


Major J. North Crealock, 18761


 



 



THE BARBARY COAST OF ALGERIA was the frontier between the worlds of Mediterranean Europe and Africa, but some stretches of the shoreline were deceptive. The hills that rose immediately inland, cradling the white coastal towns, were often blue-green with aromatic maquis and tall maritime pines, like the coastal hills of Provence. Elsewhere they were treeless, their tan flanks sprayed with a dark speckling of scrub, and any illusion of familiarity was fleeting; when the breeze blew off the land, the soldiers waiting on deck picked up a scent that was not France.

Behind the coast lay the Tell, a band of country stretching right across the 600-mile width of Algeria and reaching inland for about 70 to 100 miles. Between the hills, the valleys and plains were watered green by clouds from the sea, making it the only continuously fertile zone in the whole of Algeria. The northern slopes of the mountains were shaded by forests of cork-oak, holly-oak, conifers and cedar on the upper shoulders. The highest peaks, rising to 7,000 feet, were snow-capped for five months of the year; the winter  rains and spring snow-melt fed countless watercourses that irrigated fruit orchards in the valleys and wheatfields on the plains, and near the coast there were still stretches of the stagnant malarial marshland that had killed so many of the early immigrants and soldiers. Between May and October the climate was Mediterranean, but this was still Africa; in late September the sirocco wind from the Sahara might last for three days at a time, raising the temperature to a dry, brain-baking 110°F (43°C) in the shade, kicking up dust-devils, sifting fine orange powder into every cranny, and sometimes blowing strongly enough to break windows.2


By the 1870s this area of roughly 70,000 square miles had been brought under extensive cultivation by a single generation of white settlers, and these colons had achieved a great deal in thirty years. The plains and valleys between the chains of mountains were a granary and vegetable garden; many of the hillsides were dark with olive groves, and since the 1860s some had been planted with vines, though others were useful only to the goats that foraged through the crackling scrub. Most of the immigrants who were transforming this land had come from Spain and Italy, desperate for a better life than tiny patches of poor soil and rigid, introverted societies had allowed them, and here they had found the masterless horizons of which their ancestors could not even dream. Of a total European population of about 280,000 in 1870, some 120,000 were pioneer farmers, whose lonely homesteads were scattered across the Tell around isolated villages linked at long distances by a sparse network of bad dirt roads. When men travelled, they rode armed; since many of them had carried from Europe a visceral hostility to the ‘Moors’, their daily lives were almost completely divorced from the more than 2 million Muslim Arabs among whose tribal territories they worked their jealously guarded land grants.

South of the Tell lay the ‘high plateaux’ – more than 30,000 square miles of treeless steppes. Stony and uncultivatable, they were nevertheless covered by an ocean of the salty esparto grass on which the flocks and herds of colon  ranchers and Arab seasonal nomads thrived. In summer the temperature under the immense blue vault of the sky might be 100°F (39°C), but it could rise and fall dramatically with little warning. Snow fell up here in winter; it did not usually lie for long, but occasional freak years could see men trapped by blizzards and frozen to death as late as April. Rainfall on these prairies was unpredictable, and there was hardly any running water; what the storms did drop disappeared quickly far below ground, and despite the occasional  shallow ponds lying in broad depressions, good wells were few and far between.

Along the southern edges of the high plains, ranges of mountains came slanting up from the south-west in extensions of the great Atlas; in the western province of Oran (see Map 3) they lay on the furthest southern frontiers of even military penetration into the ‘Sud-Oranais’, but in the centre and east – the ‘Algérois’ and ‘Constantinois’ – they slashed right up to the coast. They were separated into parallel blades by corridors of plain; here, too, water tended to lie in shallow, brackish lakes, which evaporated in summer but still fed stripes of thick vegetation. From the alpine landscape of Greater Kabylia behind the central coast east of Algiers, other spurs and massifs stuttered roughly south-eastwards again down towards the Tunisian border – Lesser Kabylia, the Hodna plateau, the Aurès and the Nemenchas, their parched and jumbled strata cut by the hidden green gorges of streams. Here, from natural fortresses of peaks and canyons, the fiercely independent Berber highland clans had defied Arab amirs and Turkish beys for twelve centuries, and in 1870 their nominal submission to the French was recent and sullen.

South of the mountains, in a vague margin slanting roughly south-west to north-east from Ain Sefra through Laghouat to Biskra, the inhabited world petered out. Below this there was nothing but the silent, mysterious immensity of the Sahara desert, the haunt of scorpions and evil ghosts. There were men who had always crossed it, down fragile chains of wells whose secret whereabouts were passed from father to son, men who risked their lives for the sake of riches to be found in the far oases; there were others there who lived by preying on them; but for the great majority of Europeans and Arabs alike, the Far South was another planet.

 



FRANCE’S RESUMPTION of the business of colonial empire, after a 70-year hiatus since the 1760s, had been almost accidental. Its first extra-European conquest was Algiers, one of the lairs of the Barbary pirates and slave-raiders who still preyed on Mediterranean shipping as they had done for centuries. General Bourmont landed his troops close to the city on 14 June 1830 for what was intended to be a temporary and local punitive expedition against the Dey of Algiers. At first the French tried to pacify a few small coastal enclaves on what was then a distant fringe of purely nominal Turkish suzerainty. They installed garrisons resembling human islands along the edges of this bewilderingly exotic, enticing and dangerous  world, but they discovered that while Arab chiefs were always ready to accept bribes, they seldom stayed bribed for long. France had no plan beyond extracting some diplomatic profit from Istanbul in return for an early withdrawal. The boundaries of French control were uncertain and temporary, as was the policy of Paris governments, and there was no identifiable Arab leadership with whom to treat on more than a local basis – this was an entirely tribal society, in a constant state of flux.

The French governorship alternated between hopeful conciliators and adventurers; periodic military defeats provoked harsh revenge and ‘mission creep’, and Paris soon grew indignant about the death rate from disease among the Metropolitan troops.3 This encouraged the raising of local Arab units to take over the burden: spahi cavalry and turco infantry, formed from groups of auxiliaries already serving under their own subsidized chiefs. The same imperative saw the re-raising in 1836 of a certain obscure unit of foreign mercenaries, a year after its original formation had been casually signed over to Queen Isabella II and shipped off to Spain as a political gift.

In February 1841, the mercilessly clear-sighted General Thomas Bugeaud de la Piconnerie was appointed governor-general of what since October 1839 had been called ‘Algeria’; unenthusiastic about the original expedition, he had previously been sent to buy off (also to his own enrichment, it must be said) the ambitious Amir of Mascara, Abd el Kader. When the policy of subsidy and coexistence failed, Bugeaud was sent back to Algeria with strong reinforcements and a remit to pursue outright conquest. He was a veteran not only of Austerlitz – where he had fought as an infantry corporal – but also of Marshal Suchet’s army in the Peninsula, and his experience of counter-guerrilla warfare in eastern Spain had brutalized him. Bugeaud argued that simply reacting to attacks by the far more mobile Arab horsemen would always fail; instead he sent columns out to destroy their villages and prevent them from planting and grazing. His tactics of mounting these ruthlessly destructive razzias against the tribes were effective but cruel. He himself described them unflinchingly as a ‘chouannerie’, using the term for the French Revolution’s pitiless harrowing of the royalist Vendée in 1793.

Bugeaud’s long tenure of command, until September 1847, enabled a systematic series of operations and the crushing of subsequent risings in many parts of northern Algeria, and by the time of his departure he had largely broken the northern tribes’ primary resistance. Others continued his ruthless work, and by 1854 French rule (or at least, freedom of movement) extended south as far as the Saharan Atlas range that barred the way to the  desert. The Foreign Legion – as just one among other corps, both white and Arab – had fought in many of these campaigns.

 



BUGEAUD’S GOVERNORSHIP had a legacy more significant than mere pacification. Like some old Roman, he was convinced of the benefits of ruling the Arab population through their own aristocracy, but he had also encouraged white immigration, dreaming of planting colonia of ex-soldiers. However, among the subsequent waves of settlers, poor peasants from Spain, Italy and Malta nearly equalled the numbers of the French. Despite the generous land grants that were periodically offered to lure small farmers, few Frenchmen other than short-term speculators felt any inclination to seek their fortunes in North Africa.

The settlers who did come sweated out their lives, like frontier pioneers everywhere: they grubbed up rocks and stumps yard by painful yard, drained malarial marshes, ploughed and fertilized, and dug lonely graves for their children as drought and pests killed their crops. Some gave up the struggle, drifting into the coastal towns to seek wages, or selling their holdings to the expanding estates of richer men and being reduced to mere sharecroppers; but others toiled on stubbornly to build a future. As their numbers grew (from about 25,000 in 1840 to 280,000 in 1872, of whom some 160,000 were French-born or naturalized), they proved insatiable in stripping the local tribes of their communal farming and grazing land. The colons missed no opportunity to deprive Arabs of their rights to property, representation and justice – by purchase, trickery, and manipulation of both local and Paris politicians. Inducements offered to the Arabs themselves sometimes took the form of pretended access to French civil rights, but these carried the impossible price of giving up observance of Islamic law and were accepted only by a tiny handful of assimilés.


Algeria’s history presents a remarkable contrast to that of Britain’s overseas dominions; while the latter increasingly sought separation from the ‘Old Country’ and were eager to accept responsibility for their own future, the Algerian colons pressed for ever more thorough assimilation into the polity of France. The Second Republic of 1848 granted universal male suffrage in France, of which white Algeria was blandly declared to be an integral part. The French in the colony acquired the right to send deputies (members) to the Paris parliament from the three départements of Oran, Algiers and Constantine, and non-French whites gained representation in local government. However, the application of much of the French legal code was  initially limited to those areas that qualified – by demographic criteria – for heavily settled ‘civil’ as opposed to sparsely settled ‘military’ status. In the former the colons had a large measure of freedom of action, but in the latter the French Army, under the military governor-general, stood in their path.4


The consequence was relentless pressure, through their deputies and lobbyists in Paris, to free as much territory as possible from the Army control that frustrated their rapacity. The settlers’ spokesmen pursued a long campaign to get the decision-making process called back to Paris, where remote and ignorant ministers would be more amenable to pressure from special interests. Anything that weakened the authority of the tribal chiefs  (caids) furthered their cause, and in 1858 they succeeded so well that the incumbent of a newly created (though short-lived) Ministry of Algeria and the Colonies defined his policy as ‘the breakdown and dissolution of the Arab nation’, removing most of the chiefs’ powers and ‘taking the tribe to pieces’.5 One of the emperor’s leading intellectual opponents, Lucien Prévost-Paradol, would write that ‘It is necessary to bring in laws designed exclusively to favour the expansion of the French colony, leaving the Arabs thereafter to compete as best they can, on equal terms in the battle of life’ – a striking interpretation of the concept of égalité.6


It may be counter-intuitive today, but it is undeniable that the paternalistic rule of the Army district officers of the Bureau Arabe – set up by Bugeaud in 1841 to have sole control, under the governor-general, over relations with the natives – was the latters’ best protection from the settlers; it was certainly recognized as such by the colons. A number of these officers genuinely worked to improve the lot of local populations, not only in terms of security of property and respect for religion and culture, but also by advances in agriculture, infrastructure, health care and education.7
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