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“I Have a Rendezvous with Death”


I have a rendezvous with Death At some disputed barricade,


When Spring comes back with rustling shade And apple-blossoms fill the air—


I have a rendezvous with Death


When Spring brings back blue days and fair.


It may be he shall take my hand And lead me into his dark land


And close my eyes and quench my breath—It may be I shall pass him still,


I have a rendezvous with Death


On some scarred slope of battered hill, When Spring comes round again this year And the first meadow-flowers appear.


God knows’twere better to be deep Pillowed in silk and scented down, Where Love throbs out in blissful sleep, Pulse nigh to pulse, and breath to breath, Where hushed awakenings are dear … But I’ve a rendezvous with Death


At midnight in some flaming town, When Spring trips north again this year, And I to my pledged word am true, I shall not fail that rendezvous.


Alan Seeger, American poet
French Foreign Legion
Killed in Action—1916 







Foreword

The French Foreign Legion is a unique and enduring institution among the military organizations of the world. Since its formation by imperial decree in 1831, the Legion has attained an image and renown far in excess of its numerical strength and global presence. Its steadfast performance in numerous military actions around the world has earned it the praise and respect of both military professionals and the general public, alike. The Legion has seen service in a wide range of conflicts of varying scale: from colonial actions and occupations to world wars; from special operations and hostage rescue missions to repeated deployments to present-day theaters of war in conjunction with international military partners. The Legion’s professional reputation—overlaid with the gloss of service in exotic, far-off lands—has attracted both professionals and romantics to its ranks throughout its history.


My first knowledge of the Foreign Legion came at an early age. My late father was a professional soldier, and soldiers were frequent guests and visitors in our home. Most of these men were World War II veterans, and some had met and worked with legionnaires in the North African Campaign and in England prior to the Normandy Invasion and the subsequent campaign across France and into Germany. But as a child, I understood very little of these things.


The spiritual home of the French Foreign Legion has always been North Africa, for it was there that the legend was formed. After World War II, the Legion resumed its traditional role in manning the colonial garrisons of French Africa, and it was at that time that I became more aware of the Legion. In the late 1950s, there was a popular television program in America entitled “Captain Gallant of the Foreign Legion” starring the actor and former Olympic swimming champion, Buster Crabbe. My friends and I would faithfully watch this show together every Saturday morning. It was quite an interesting program, filmed on location in the Legion outposts of North Africa, and many of the small-bit parts in the series were played by the legionnaires assigned there.


My interest in the Foreign Legion increased as I grew older, and I often contemplated joining the Legion myself once I had completed high school. Life, however, can take some unexpected turns. By the time I had entered high school, the war in Vietnam was raging, and it appeared certain that the conflict was going to play a large role in my future and that of many of my classmates … and so it did. After high school, I entered the U.S. military and was soon in Vietnam, along with many thousands of others of my generation and age group. Interestingly, I went to the country with some knowledge of it and its history as my interest in the Legion had led me to study the previous French campaigns in Indochina. Thus, I went to Vietnam with few illusions as to what the war would be like and what I could expect to encounter there.


After the war, I elected to remain in the military and make it my career. But my interest in the Legion never waned. Most of my overseas service was spent in the Asia-Pacific region, but in 1985 I received a posting to the Southern Region Headquarters of NATO in Naples, Italy. The French military contingent there kindly assisted me in arranging a visit to the Legion for the 1988 Camerone celebration at Legion Headquarters in Aubagne, in the south of France.


My visit to Legion Headquarters permitted me my first opportunity to view the Legion up close. I was impressed by what I observed during my visit. The discipline and professionalism of the organization was quite evident in all that I saw and experienced during my stay. I had the opportunity not only to meet and converse with many legionnaires but also to form friendships that continue to this day. The strength of any military organization lies in the morale and dedication of its members. The Legion is a one-of-a-kind army in this regard as it recruits men from diverse backgrounds from around the globe (though accepting only 900 men from the nearly 9,000 who apply each year) and melds them into a cohesive, smoothly functioning combat unit. The reasons men join the French Foreign Legion are as varied as the legionnaires themselves. Nick Valldejuli has made an important contribution to the literature of the Legion by exploring this critical but often overlooked aspect of Legion recruitment and individual motivation. More than any other book on the Legion, this fascinating and engaging collection of stories will take the reader to the places and introduce the men who make the Legion an army unlike any in the world.


Thomas R. Cannon MAJ., U.S. Army Special Forces (Ret.) 
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The French Foreign Legion—A Brief History

“La Légion Étrangère—Une Exception Française”—so proclaimed a recent Bir-Hakeim-themed Camerone poster. In fact, the Legion has always been a unique army in the service of France: an army that for some is grand and glorious and for others mysterious and mistrusted. The French Foreign Legion was established on March 9, 1831, by royal decree of King Louis-Philippe to campaign in France’s new African possession, Algeria. Formed from a mix of foreign refugees, adventurers, and political malcontents, it soon quelled any Arab dissent to French colonial rule. This new army found a home and sanctuary in France’s newest colony, where it remained in the small northwestern outpost of Sidi-bel-Abbès until forced to leave in 1962.


From the 1830s to the 1850s the Legion marched, trained, and waited for something more than the small skirmishes it fought in North Africa and Spain. Not until a world power conflict in Crimea (1854–1855) did the Legion see fierce combat. Italy (1859) and Mexico (1863–1867) also tested Legion battle skills. Indeed, the Mexican town of Camerone, near Puebla, was where the Legion most valiantly showed the world its disciplined and tenacious esprit de corps, living true to its credo “honneur et fidélité” (honor and loyalty). Returning to France in time to battle Prussian Junkers (1870), the Legion joined l’Armée de la Loire and quickly became a haven for Alsace-Lorraine refugees who refused to fight in the German army. The Legion, while “foreign,” was at this time largely francophone. The late 1800s saw the Legion leading the charge in the colonial conquest of Indochina, Dahomey (Benin), Sudan (Mali), Madagascar, and Grand Sud Oranais (southern Algeria).


World War I again brought the Legion home to fight German aggression. Thousands of foreigners (including hundreds of idealistic Americans, among them pioneer black aviator Eugene Bullard and Ivy League poet Alan Seeger and lyricist Cole Porter) joined the Legion to fight for France. Some were quickly reassigned to regular French army units, but others were to serve in the celebrated Régiment de Marche de la Légion étrangère. Lazare Ponticelli, an Italian living in France, had joined the Legion in August 1914 and was the oldest Legion veteran at the time of his death in 2008, as well as the last French “poilu” of the Great War. Between the world wars, the Legion reached its peak strength of 48,900 men, comprising fourteen regiments. However, the traumatic events of the 1940 Nazi invasion and French capitulation soon thereafter scattered or compromised Legion combat units. General Charles de Gaulle, leader of Free French forces in London, could count on only one loyal Legion group—the famed 13ème DBLE (13th Foreign Legion Half-Brigade). The 13ème DBLE fought from 1940–1945 for French honor and pride with great achievement and distinction in North Africa, France, Norway, and Germany. Post World War II colonial battles in Indochina and Algeria took a heavy toll on the (very) Foreign Legion. (During the Indochina campaign, 40 percent of the legionnaires serving were German-speaking.) Diên Biên Phu, an isolated and surrounded French redoubt along the northern Vietnamese and Laotian border, was to be the twentieth century’s last great battle and a juggernaut that ended French colonial rule in Asia. More than 10,000 legionnaires who served in Indochina never saw France again.


  In April 1961 (close to the always emotional and symbolic April 30th commemoration of Camerone), several Legion units in Algeria were involved in a failed putsch against President de Gaulle’s Fifth Republic following its concessions to Algerian nationalists. Nearly 2,000 legion-naires had fallen for France while defending the colony that was the Legion’s birthplace. However, by July 1962, the bitter eight-year war in Algeria was lost for France. Many presumed that the Foreign Legion would also be lost to history. Former World War II Legion officer, Pierre Messmer, de Gaulle’s Defense Minister, no doubt played a crucial role in securing the Legion’s unique role within the French Army. In 1962 (some units in 1968), the Legion left North Africa to regroup on the island of Corsica, several overseas territories, and, later, in mainland France.


  A smaller and leaner Foreign Legion once again served as France’s elite strike force, active in combat and support operations from the late 1960s to the mid-1980s. Chad, Loyada (on the Djibouti-Somalia border), Zaire (Democratic Republic of Congo), and Lebanon all saw the men of the white képi and green beret act on behalf of French geo political interests. The Legion in the early 1990s was just under 8,000 men and ready for action. Spearheading the French commitment in the Gulf War (1990–1991), the 1er REC (First Foreign Cavalry Regiment) was one of the first units to cross into Iraq at the start of Operation Desert Storm’s ground offensive. The 1990s and early 2000s also saw legionnaires engaged in military or peacekeeping and humanitarian activity in the Balkans, several African countries, Cambodia, Haiti, Iraq, and Afghanistan—as they had since 1831, all in the service of France, with 36,000 having honored their five-year contract with their lives. 







Introduction

Daring to be Different


“Then, the most desperately wounded clung to life after a glass of schnapps and a promise; today, a simple cold can flatten a healthy man for several days. Then, we were certainly not supermen, but men in the most real and complete sense.”


—FROM LE SOLDAT OUBLIÉ (THE FORGOTTEN SOLDIER) BY GUY SAJER—A FRENCH-GERMAN VOLUNTEER WHO FOUGHT ON THE EASTERN FRONT DURING WORLD WAR II. SAJER WAS A WEHRMACHT VETERAN, BUT HIS THOUGHTS RESONATE WITH ANY MAN WHO HAS SERVED IN THE LEGION.




Without a glance in my direction, the old man said quietly, “I’ve lost three wars.”


It was May 2000, and I was in a French Foreign Legion veterans’ hall in Marseille. The well-dressed old man was sitting next to me. He was too pale and too tall to be a local. His skin was transparent and his eyes watery, but clear. I knew he must have come to celebrate Camerone—the Legion’s inspiring annual military commemoration—with the “mother regiment” in Aubagne, just outside Marseille. Other men were in the hall, but this one seemed to be on his own. I stopped reading the Legion magazine Képi blanc and listened to his story.


He told me of his service in the Wehrmacht on the Eastern Front in World War II—Warsaw, Minsk, Smolensk, and almost Moscow. Unemployed and hungry, he joined the Legion in Strasbourg in 1946 and arrived in Indochina via Madagascar in 1949. After two tours with the 1er Régiment étranger de cavalerie (1er REC /1st Foreign Cavalry Regiment) in the delta region around Saigon, he returned to North Africa, where only a few years later, he fought and lost for a third time in Algeria. The veteran ended his story as abruptly as he had begun.


I nodded but had no idea what to say. He was still motionless as I brought over two bottles of Kronenbourg. I offered a Camerone toast, but he left his beer on the table. Staring ahead, he said coolly, in German-accented French, “We’re still here.”


Indeed, from its founding in another era through to the twenty-first century, La Légion étrangère lives on in both story and deed.


* * *


Wanting to join the French Foreign Legion is not a natural impulse. Near the main Legion recruiting station of Fort de Nogent in Paris is a café. Let’s call it the Last Chance Café. It’s so close to the fort that the barman usually just shrugs and throws a thumb in the direction of the recruiting post when asked its whereabouts by nervous newcomers. One day in September 1986, I stopped in this nondescript place around 11 a.m. I decided against a beer and had a Coke. I looked at the man behind the bar and wondered if he was happy in his little café. I wondered if he had ever thought of joining the Legion. I also wondered how many others like me he had seen here. How many had talked themselves out of joining the Foreign Legion right here in his establishment? Perhaps at my very table? I couldn’t tell. He had the look of a fellow who had seen it all, and to him it was just another day.


* * *


Leaving my last bits and pieces of doubt at the café, I made my way uphill to the fort, certain it was not going to be just another day.

* * *

Few books are fair to legionnaires; they portray them as either madmen on the run or lovesick lunatics. I was neither. Most legionnaires are ordinary men who dare to be different or are dissatisfied with what life has offered them. Many see their own military forces as neither unique nor challenging enough.

In today’s lax, self-serving society, the Legion still expects its soldiers to obey without hesitation and complete all tasks assigned, regardless of difficulty or duration. Some people see the Legion as an anachronism and those who join as somehow out of step. Contented men do not volunteer for the kind of service and commitment the Foreign Legion demands; it takes the restless and roving and instills within them a deep military ethos of sentiment and sacrifice. Surrounded by its two centuries of tradition and prestige, the new recruit is generally no match for the “Big L.” In the Legion, he loses part of himself yet gains a special, inspired confidence. The bravado and swagger so common to many legionnaires is, to a certain degree, encouraged by superiors. It is a given that many a new legionnaire is an alien in an army that lives in the shadow of the Republic. Since its formation by royal decree of King Louis-Philippe in 1831, the Legion has been both respected and feared by the French. (A measure of the Legion’s importance to French culture that, up until 1977, the 1939 movie Beau Geste was banned due to a scene depicting a Legion mutiny.)

But who are these legionnaires? They come from Australia and Germany, China and Poland, also Brazil, Britain, Senegal, and dozens of other nations around the world … including, as in my case, the United States. All arrive in France to enlist in the world’s most renowned fighting force. Some legionnaires have a higher IQ than cadets at West Point, Sandhurst, or Saint Cyr, while others can mark only an “X” for their signature. Some legionnaires think nothing of a night debauching twelve-year-old Djiboutian girls, while others will spend much of their monthly pay calling home to girlfriends who no longer care. A legionnaire is a complex and volatile character who lives under extreme conditions in a demanding environment. Only a legionnaire can truly understand another legionnaire and the Legion mystique. I hope, however, to give the reader special insight into this special army and the men who fill its ranks.

In this book, I let average men (and two future Legion wives) talk about themselves and their Legion experiences. The stories range from the 1960s to the early 2000s. The interviews are animated by an openness and candor that is as striking as it is rare in the often over-sentimentalized and stereotypical material presented in the media on the French Foreign Legion. All but three whom I interviewed were friends I had met while serving in the Legion. I tried to arrange interviews with active or former legionnaires living in Paris or Marseille whom I had met on the street or through contacts, but I found it impossible. I soon realized these fellow soldiers were as wary of me as they are of the many journalists who report on the Legion and distort the commentary. I’ve changed nothing from the recorded interviews, keeping all nuances of speech, dialect, and grammar. Fourteen interviews were conducted in English (plus two in French) with the following nationalities represented: American, Czech, Danish, Dutch, English, Irish, and Swedish. Global economic uncertainties, as well as online recruiting in thirteen languages, have pulled in more candidates than ever. As of 2023, foreigners make up 85 percent of legion-naires and NCOs within a total Legion force of 9,000 men. Indeed, men from Slavic countries now make up almost 35 percent of the Legion, with Asians (mostly Chinese) at 10 percent. Latin Americans also have made the journey to France in greater numbers and stand at about 6 percent. Men from the United States seldom enlist in the Legion. However, I have interviewed three Americans for this book and, like many of the others I spoke to, they are proud of their service and insisted I use their real names and carefully document actual events.


There is little exaggeration in this book. When writing on the Legion, one doesn’t need to add color or drama—enough is already provided. Any legionnaire, regardless of intelligence, sensitivity, or even length of service, will see, feel, or do things he will remember forever: Jan Van Heek from the Netherlands can still picture sitting in the back of an open VLRA truck watching the evening Chadian sky turn from dark blue to incandescent white because of the day’s searing heat; Englishman Andy Robe-son recalls the unique pleasure of having French civilians buy him drinks after the Bastille Day parade in Paris; Czech Stanislav Gazdík can never forget the death of a close friend in the indiscriminate killing zone of Sarajevo’s infamous “sniper alley”; Chicagoan Dan Mazowski remembers how far away from home he felt as he watched The Blues Brothers at Quartier Forget in French Guiana; Denmark’s Kurt Poulsen still savors his impromptu dinner of roast dog and snake with the mountain people of Marquis in French Polynesia; and Anna Carmody, from Ireland, laughs as she recounts her first experience with a weapon—a machine gun—in a Paris shooting range, as her future husband and other startled legion-naires ducked for cover.


At times, the stories and characters presented here seem beyond belief. Yet this book is not about upholding or promoting a certain image of the Legion. I hope to show the reader how an 18-to-40-year-old man might leave all that is familiar and expected and choose to live as a legionnaire. There is much to be said for an organization that seems not to change yet does evolve and adapt. The Legion’s relevance today, however, may lie not so much in its military prowess as its continuing ability to give one the chance to start afresh and live life as a new person; it offers the ordinary man a passage to another time and place that proves irresistible to both doers and dreamers. 








1

Through the Gate


“Goodbye to all my friends at home

Goodbye to people I’ve trusted

I’ve got to go out and make my way

I might get rich you know I might get busted

But my heart keeps calling me backwards as I get on the 707

  Flyin’ high I got tears in my eyes 

  You know you got to go through hell

Before you get to heaven.”

“Jet Airliner”
Steve Miller Band



Before mustering the courage to join, or at least whittling down the reasons not to, Step One for foreigners is the trip to France. Most potential candidates then make their way to one of the Foreign Legion’s ten recruiting stations or forts located in major cities across the nation.

For the benefit of the French population, the Legion also makes itself available via a specially equipped eight-wheel, thirty-six-ton Saab “national recruiting vehicle,” which, with colorful graphics and a web-site link (www.legion-etrangere.com) on its sides, often accompanies the Legion’s Musique Principale (since renamed La Musique de la Légion étrangère) on tours to towns and villages. After concerts, French youths roused by the martial music or awed by the slow marching converge on the eager recruiters.

However, most newcomers, regardless of nationality, join in the cities. Many British enlist in Lille or Boulogne; Germans make cross-border day trips into Strasbourg or Metz. The majority of foreigners, and all American legionnaires I know, join in either Paris or Marseille. The Legion forts there are solid and impressive. Standing outside the gates of Marseille’s Fort St. Nicolas, built by King Louis XIV in the seventeenth century, you can feel its history. Together with the Crusader citadel St. Jean across the harbor, it guards the Vieux Port. The massive, weathered stone walls of Fort St. Nicolas rise a good sixteen feet, and to the right of the main gate, a simple placard reads: LEGION ETRANGERE Recrutement—Ouvert Jour et Nuit.

The next move is yours.

In that life-changing moment in 1986 when I stood before a similar sign outside Fort de Nogent in Paris, I remembered only hours earlier fidgeting in my aisle seat on the plane as I practiced my awkward and accented mantra, “Je veux m’engager dans la Légion étrangère”—“I want to join the Foreign Legion.”

A perplexed but intrigued French businessman on that same United Airlines flight from Chicago to Paris had helped me with my pronunciation. But no amount of coaching could make my voice sound confident or self-assured. Still, my French seatmate on that flight was a pleasant introduction to France. René was forty-seven and from the southwest of France but had lived many years in Paris. He was a salesman of some kind and spoke passable English and good Spanish (language skills not typical of many French, I would soon learn).

René had been in an artillery unit in Algeria in the late 1950s and talked at length about the overpowering noise of his six-month tour. René’s brief stint in Algeria with the big guns must have been traumatic because when I decided against an artillery experience he seemed quite pleased. He’d had little to do with the Legion but knew they had fought tenaciously in North Africa and were almost disbanded for political reasons. René took care not to ask me why I wanted to join the Legion and even offered directions and a well-used Paris métro and train map. As we neared the French coast, we both fell silent.

Upon landing, René looked at me, and my lone carry-on bag. “Good lucks and good courage,” he said, trying to smile. (That I might need more luck than courage would often prove true in the rough and tumble randomness of the Legion’s first few weeks.) I thanked him for everything and tried to smile back. I was nervous as hell.

My little black-and-red canvas gym bag marked “Hackley Athletic Association” seemed too preppy and soft as I stood before the massive oak-and-iron front gate of the Legion’s Fort de Nogent. I hesitated and tried to calm myself by imagining that fellow Hackley graduate Alan Seeger, the young World War I poet, must have felt the same conflicting emotions when he joined the Legion in 1914. However, I also remembered that neither his Hackley nor Harvard education did much to stop the bullets that tore through his body at the Battle of the Somme. Though I might see a brief skirmish, I was sure I would not see war, or at least not war on the scale of Seeger’s carnage. Still, I paused.

* * *

A long road had brought me here. I’d grown up with my grandfather’s tales of his World War I exploits as an officer in an all-Puerto Rican volunteer unit and my father’s stories of his U.S. Army experience among Ivy Leaguers, urban toughs, and rednecks in the immediate aftermath of World War II. But my father also told me of men who’d left family and friends to join a special kind of army that served France in far-away places. Often, the stories involved sun, sand, and cut-throat desert Arabs. Our neighbor, Mr. Ohlson, who had fought in the Norwegian Resistance in World War II and seen the Legion in action there, was highly impressed by how fiercely they had attacked an entrenched enemy. The Legion also came to me through a book in my Catholic grammar school library (I forget the title, but it had a shiny cover and showed Legion cavalry on a desert charge—just as my father had described in his stories) and a documentary narrated by Mission Impossible actor Peter Graves. I still recall the scene from Legion basic training in which legionnaires were lying on the ground in the path of an advancing tank. The men didn’t move until the treads of the tank were inches from their hands—at which point they quickly rolled to safety. So far, every story and every image of these men was daring, gallant, and heroic. In the halls of my high school’s English department was a plaque honoring Alan Seeger, who wrote “I Have a Rendezvous with Death” shortly before being killed in action in 1916.

After college graduation, I held several nondescript sales jobs and taught Spanish at Culver Military Academy in Indiana. There, among Culver’s fortress-like buildings, surrounded by young cadets and veteran military personnel, I found Simon Murray’s book Legionnaire by my bed. Murray’s story of his 1960–1965 Legion tour harkens back to the tales from P. C. Wren’s Beau Geste. It seemed I needed only to buy a one-way ticket to Paris to finally be part of this saga. Abandoning my applications to federal law enforcement agencies and the U.S. Foreign Service, I bought that ticket. Only one friend who drove me to the airport knew of my plan. I didn’t tell my father (my mother had died a few years earlier), whose bedtime stories from my childhood had started it all. I wasn’t ready for the reality to meet the fantasy—I was sure that would come soon enough.

And here I was at Fort de Nogent, finally, ready and knocking on the gate. Nothing happened. I knocked again but still drew no attention. I then realized I had to pound with my fist, but even that barely made a sound. Suddenly, a small metal slat on the gate jerked open, and I saw my first legionnaire. In fact, I saw only part of this legionnaire’s face—one darting blue eye and one half-chewed ear. The sentry listened to my garbled French and, without a word, closed the peephole. He made no move to open the door. Shortly, he got the response he needed as I banged loudly on the door and shouted my French in as deep a voice as I could. That was the sign the sentry required. The gate opened, and I walked in.

* * *

The sentry was solidly built and scarred. His mangled ear surely hadn’t been acquired on a pilgrimage to Lourdes. “Weapons? Drugs? He asked me sharply in English. “No, sir.” I answered. He searched me thoroughly and took my passport, which I wouldn’t see again for two years.

I waited in the guardhouse next to the gate, along with other new arrivals, many of whom would be my comrades during the next four months of selection and training; some would remain lifelong friends. Right then they were utter strangers with whom I shared nothing more than the know-how of penetrating that gate.

The sentry moved four of us—an Englishman, an Asian, a German, and me—from the guardhouse to the encampment’s main barrack. After a casual exchange with an older and fatter soldier who looked Indian or Pakistani, we new boys were led up several flights of stairs and escorted along a narrow hallway to an office on the right that held clacking typewriters and noisy fans. I was given to a soldier who spoke no English and questioned me in Spanish. My name, age, nationality, and then my parents’ names and nationality were noted and slowly typed on my fiche (file). I was then directed across the hall to my new home.

Awaiting me were endless hours of international cigarette smoke and French-dubbed American action shows like Baretta, Starsky et Hutch, and MacGyver. That was the future; right now, sitting in white plastic chairs lined up along the wall were another thirty or so Legion hopefuls. Their bored eyes focused on me as I entered the salle d’attente (waiting room) and sat down quickly without speaking. The first to speak to me was English. “So where are you from, mate?”

“I’m American.”

“You’ll get over it,” he snapped. His name, I learned, was Liam Tur-lane and he hailed from Rochdale, near Manchester. He asked the forbidden question, “So why’d you join, Yank?”

I knew I had to get a laugh from this tough crowd. “Well,” I said slowly, “I wanted to join the Black Watch, but I didn’t like their skirt color.” All those who understood laughed, and I passed my first Legion test among the “lads.”

I happened to sit next to another, soon-to-be, basic training friend, Phil Fairfield from Sheffield, England. Phil was a sturdy, pale-faced northerner and the son of a policeman. We got along well together and began to discuss movies (“pictures” for Phil)—recent and classic. I mentioned one of my favorites—Zulu. Fairfield knew it, of course, smiled and said, “Yes, that’s the way I like to see the English.” I asked, “Weren’t those Welsh soldiers at Rorke’s Drift?” Without a moment’s hesitation, Fair-field responded, “Welsh soldiers, English officers.”

Normally a candidate is not long at the recruiting post—three to six days on average. The time spent at the fort, however, is a good introduction to what awaits the new legionnaire: endless cleaning, polishing, sweeping, mopping, and kitchen work. Today much more focus is placed on gaging a candidate’s physical fitness (including swimming ability). How many push-ups and pull-ups you complete and the results of an eight-minute shuttle run help personnel determine who continues in the selection process and who is returned to the streets.

  Most non-French speakers are in a daze. It’s trying on the nerves to handle, all at once, the incoming barrage of such French quirks as handshakes every few minutes, strangers cadging cigarettes, light breakfasts, and so on. All is new but not necessarily welcome or understood. I remember a rather odd-looking shower at Fort de Nogent. Having put my feet in the indicated positions, I pulled the dangling rope. All that got wet were my feet. The hole in the middle of this “shower” was not an open drain, but a passage for waste. In my jet-lagged, unaware American condition, I had actually walked into a French toilet, not a shower stall (French pride insists we call this bathroom facility a “Turkish toilet”).

After showers and measurements of height and weight, along with tests of vision and blood pressure, the first rejections are made. The obvious drug addicts and alcoholics are discovered and dismissed. Worn, ill-fitting, green sweat suits are issued to those who remain. A candidate’s civilian clothes are “stored,” but, in fact, as he moves closer to basic training, his old life’s clothing ends up in a Legion secondhand shop. I never saw mine again, but friends swear they saw their shirts being worn by veteran legionnaires.

As evening drew near on my first day in the Foreign Legion, it was time for my first dinner. We lined up without much fuss. No attempt was made to march us, and we simply followed a caporal-chef to the mess hall, where tables had been set for four people, with pitchers of water and wine on plastic red and white tablecloths. One of us was to get the food, and we then would serve ourselves. I sat with Phil Fairfield from England, Jan Van Heek, a tall towhead from the Netherlands, and a skinny Moroccan who spoke no English. We joked about drinking wine with our meal on Day One and playfully argued over who was more qualified to test the vintage. Soon, however, we were brought back to our new world. The Moroccan, thirsty and excluded from our conversation, picked up the wine pitcher and took a long sloppy swig from its spout. For a moment, my new friends and I sat silent—then, we burst out laughing. If Legion tap water would have to accompany our first dinner in Paris, c’est la vie.

A few hours later that first night, as we prepared our bunks, jetlag hit me with full force.

I don’t remember falling asleep, but I cannot forget waking up.

Reveille was a blinking blur of shouts, whistles, and buzzing corridor lights. It was still dark outside as we were roused from our bunks. Drowsily, the ten or twelve in my room made our beds and put on our baggy green sweatsuits. In the midst of this commotion, I heard something both strange and ironic; in a clear, strong voice, someone was singing Queen’s “I Want to Break Free.” I approached the singer, a black recruit, and asked, “Already? We just got here.” He shook his head; he didn’t speak English. His name was Adelbert, and he was from Senegal. Like many with whom I awoke that first Legion morning, Adelbert stayed with me for the next four months. He was one of the kindest and friendliest men I met in the Legion. Others in the room marveled at his shiny, pitch-black skin, free of any body hair. A few of the French recruits even touched his baby-soft skin in awe and simply dubbed him “Black.” Who could know that Adel-bert would end his career as the senior NCO administrator in the very office at Aubagne many of us were hoping to pass through unscathed. Adelbert retired from the BPLE (now DRHLE) in 2017 as an adjudant-chef, but, for now, he was just one of the many questioning whether he would last until the next day.

We mustered in the cold, moonlit courtyard and stood quietly in rows of two. For the first time since my arrival, everyone and everything was motionless. Not for long. An Indian caporal-chef with a handlebar moustache barked a greeting and led us on a brisk run around the inside grounds of the fort. While running I saw my breath and that of the others in the moonlight. Unseen that morning were our hopes and dreams. Indeed, some of us did not last too much longer inside those stone-gray walls. A German who had passed through the gate just before me was dismissed after a cursory physical. The medic, who spoke German, asked if the new recruit “liked to drink.” The German nodded his head and smiled slightly, as did the medic. After a check of his eyesight and blood pressure, he was returned to the streets of Paris. In due course, however, I would learn how much of the Legion’s hardness includes hard drinking.

In between the mind-numbing television and nervous chatter that occupied our time those first few days at the fort was also some classic Legion corvées (chores). We quickly learned French verbs like balayer (to sweep) and nouns like serpillère (floor cloth) and the eternal Legion-German putzen (to clean). My first corvée was in the kitchen. Another recruit and I had washed the evening’s dishes and placed them on the rack to dry. An Algerian who later shared my room in Castelnaudary (basic training camp) insisted on drying the plates and stacking them in the cupboard. Two tattered, filthy rags were spread over the radiator by the cupboards. They had been used by an earlier corvée team to mop the floor of the mess hall and left on the radiator to dry. Kharadji, the Algerian, began drying the cleaned dishes with this nasty, damp rag. I pointed to the floor and the mop in the corner, but the earnest Arab knew best and continued to whistle as he dried the dishes by himself. Kharadji’s sour tone and constant shrugging of shoulders showed he thought my European partner and I were loafers. I was learning that French, and in particular, Legion, standards of hygiene were unlike any I had seen in the United States.

Another corvée involved a ten-man detail assigned to remove an enormous safe from the third floor of the main barrack to ground level. As a boy, I had watched many old movies with my father, including his favorite vintage comedies starring Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy. I couldn’t believe how much we laughed at these old-time black and white films. Swiss Miss was yet another Hal Roach showcase for Laurel and Hardy to attempt serious business with hilarious results. In one absurd scene, the Alpine-clad duo tried to move a piano across a rickety rope bridge spanning an enormous gorge.

My corvée detail was set to do something similar. The safe was so large and so old that one could imagine the fort had been built around it. We took turns opening and closing the heavy door—the only thing that any of us could move, and then, only if we used both hands. The plan was to push this several-hundred-pound object from the hallway to the window and then lower it by winch to the bed of a waiting truck, which would then carry the safe to Les Invalides for burial (or so we joked). In any event, we needed to move this overweight veteran out of Legion territory.

After much energetic and noisy collaboration, all we’d achieved was to master the art of cursing in one another’s languages. Eventually, after several futile, however creative, attempts, we decided to use floor polish to ease it along. The safe slid quite well, but so did we. Finally, the ten recruits, moving like novice ice skaters, slid the massive relic to the wooden ramp leading to the windowsill. However, it proved too steep and more creativity was needed. A caporal-chef suggested using the straps and canvas of the nearby winch to push and drag the safe up the ramp. With great effort and coordination, we assured the safe a precarious balance on the window frame. Meanwhile, an acrobatic legionnaire first class from the detail below (who had been yelling at us throughout) took hold of one of the ropes and climbed, hand over hand, to our floor. He then straddled the winch and gave more instructions that few of us understood. Somehow, safe and soldier were lowered, swinging, to the ground, the legion-naire singing the whole time. Truly a Legion corvée with panache, and yet another early, dramatic display of the life awaiting me.

I celebrated my twenty-sixth birthday in Fort de Nogent. Feeling alone but content, I walked the corridors that September 8th morning, singing “Happy Birthday (to me).” It was only my fourth day, and I had a long way to go, but it was a start. Those of us who had been selected would be leaving the next day for further processing at the Legion’s headquarters in Aubagne.

Before departing, we were required to have our heads shaved. Today this does not happen until the candidate passes more tests and is selected for the detachment to Castelnaudary. We sat in the salle d’attente staring at the lone chair placed in the middle of the room. The chair seemed ominous—almost like a guillotine. A caporal-chef plugged in his razor, tested it twice in mid-air like a weapon, and cheerily called the first recruit to the chair. It was fascinating to see this one small and ordinary machine have the same impact on so many different personalities. Missing only among the grim humor and sense of dread was a wicker basket for our falling locks. Soon all heads looked alike. Each recruit’s hand would glide back and forth over his freshly-buzzed scalp and a smile would appear. He would then shake his head in disbelief, mumble some expletive, and quickly retreat to his seat to behold the exact same reaction in the next victim.

I had never had my head shaved and felt a sense of finality in this birthday haircut. Indeed, a new year in my life was beginning. I had been stripped of my hair as an outward declaration of my very personal decision to start anew. Clearly the idea was to shed the recruit’s past as well as his hair.

Our green sweatsuits were now traded for green military fatigues and oversized Chasseurs Alpins berets. Through haircuts and uniforms, the Legion was edging us closer to the world of soldiering. When the time came, our detachment of sixteen was taken by French army bus through Paris to the Gare de Lyon, where we boarded a train south to Marseille; from there, it was a short trip to Aubagne, where we would begin the next stage of our induction along with other recruits who had enlisted at the various Legion recruitment centers around France. I will always remember first seeing the Eiffel Tower while seated in that Legion transport taking us from the fort to the train station.

Little did I know that my friends and I were soon to discover another French icon.

* * *

My entry into the Légion étrangère was typical in some ways, but the roads leading to that portal are as many and varied as the men who tread them.

* * *

Born in rural Cornwall but raised in the eastern town of Ipswich, Englishman Simon Atherton first became aware of the Legion in his mid-teens. A BBC documentary he had seen on television was very dramatic, highlighting the plight of a British deserter who, as Atherton remembered, “had to emigrate to the United States because Legion hit squads were after him.” It sounded exciting to the young Atherton, who had left school at sixteen and was working as a butcher in Norwich. At age nineteen, he acted on his dream. “I went into the train station at St. Charles in Marseille,” he recalls, “and went to the police station that was there and just said in English, ‘Where’s the French Foreign Legion?’” They gave him directions and told him to get the métro. “‘Get off at Vieux Port and walk up towards the fort.’ So that’s what I did. I only thought … outside that fuck-off gate … I hope they take me. Just hope they take me.” They did and Simon Atherton went on to serve fifteen years in the Legion, including several at a Legion recruiting post.

* * *

The neighborhood in Chicago known as Ukrainian Village (nicknamed “the Island”) is an enclave within the city. Buttressed by traditional Eastern Orthodox churches and strict schools where the study of Ukrainian history and language is required, the surrounded and outnumbered Ukrainians have been able to hold the ever-encroaching Mexican and black populations at bay. Living in this neighborhood as the son of a second-generation Polish father and a first-generation Mexican mother, Daniel Mazowski always had to prove himself since the locals see cultural differences and things non-Ukrainian as threats to their stability. That his family was tolerated within the Island was no doubt due to Mr. Mazowski’s position as a Cook County deputy sheriff. After one semester of college at Loyola University, the bookish, nineteen-year-old Daniel considered joining the U.S. Marine Corps, but then had an even bolder idea.

“I called the French consulate in Chicago, and they sent me a list of recruiting offices in France. I felt good about leaving home. My mother thought I was going to get killed and die and thought she’d never see me again. My friends didn’t know how to take it; it was just so totally out of their league. They didn’t understand. They never will. To them it was Beau Geste.” Mazowski’s reasons went deeper than a lust for excitement: “Really I was pissed off with everybody and everything. I didn’t like the way people in the U.S. acted. I hated the materialism. Like I said, I wanted to learn another language. I wanted to travel. And I wanted to be in the military.” And, like so many other Legion recruits, “I wanted to do something very different.”

Joining angry is not uncommon. Per-Inge Persson, a hardy, broad-shouldered Swede, also felt unsettled in life. After graduating from the Plönninge Forestry College, he worked as a lumberjack foreman for two years. In Sweden, military service is required for all able-bodied males. Having happily served a twelve-month tour in the army, Persson signed for an additional twenty-four months. But he was angered when the authorities refused to let him serve with U.N. forces in Lebanon, due to a drunk driving incident four years earlier. “I was so mad,” he recalls. “They started giving me so much shit about this drinking thing. I had only five or six months before this would be cleared from my record. It was really stupid.” After completing his service, he left Sweden and joined the Legion at age twenty-seven.

* * *

Most who set off for France to join the Foreign Legion do not tell family or friends for fear of ridicule or discouragement. Arriving at the gate of any Legion fort, hopeful recruits often receive the same message. Still, a tall, strong, and resolute twenty-one-year-old, Craig Donlon, left the high unemployment of Carlisle, England, in 1983 to “have a go at the képi.”

“I said (to parents) that I was going to join the army and they naturally thought the British Army. The silly thing is we’d been in the Army Cadet Course. I mean, you start about twelve-years-old or even younger, you know … you get to about seventeen … usually they take you in the army straight away as a junior soldier. But the British Army’s pretty limited where they go or what they do … manouvres in Germany or stationed in Northern Ireland. You know, I wanted something more than this.”

* * *

As Donlon entered the fort at Lille, France, he happened to meet an English-speaking regular army NCO at the security post. The sergeant, however, was as nervous and discouraging as Donlon’s friends and family might have been had they known which army was his objective. “No. Oh, no. You better have a good think about what you are going to do. Go home. It’s still not too late. This is the Foreign Legion.” And Donlon recalls, “So this, like, spurred me on. As if to say, yeah, this is what it’s all about. This is what I want.”

* * *

Kurt Poulsen of Copenhagen joined in 1987, aged nineteen. The eldest son of a bank president father and schoolteacher mother, he lived comfortably with his parents in the suburbs. As if to spite his family’s social standing, Kurt began to date their Turkish maid, Isa, which resulted in his father’s throwing him out. He and Isa tried to live together, but prejudice from all sides forbade it. Isa’s family also found it scandalous that she was dating a foreigner. The couple was unwelcome at both families’ homes and on the street had to contend with the xenophobic and fanatic “greenjackets,” part of the right-wing skinhead scene and extremely violent to non-Viking types. Seeking refuge, the couple squatted in that Danish anomaly called Christiania. Located on prime Copenhagen real estate, Christiania had been home to the Royal Artillery Regiment, but now its walled perimeter keeps out most any semblance of Danish order. The abandoned military base was taken over by local hippies in 1971 and proclaimed a “freetown” within Copenhagen by its new anti-establishment residents. Rules are few, and all are welcome. Isa and Kurt were able to be together openly without worry of comment or confrontation.

A week in their new Bohemian neighborhood would have included a stroll along Christiania’s main crossroad, Pusher Street. At this junction, the young couple might have listened to a bongo and tambourine jam session or sampled the homegrown marijuana and organic hash brownies at one of the many open-air stalls selling light snacks and assorted paraphernalia. The Christiania honeymoon ended rather quickly, however. Within two weeks, Isa was snatched by her father and sent back to Turkey. Shortly afterward, Poulsen left Copenhagen for Paris.

“I still remember the taxi ride from the airport to Fort de Nogent … 275 francs, and that was in’87. At the fort, the driver just shook his head and pointed to the gate. Everyone knows about the Legion in my country. They think it’s criminals and stuff like that … tough guys that’s coming. But they also know of some good people like Prince Aage of the royal family … in it for twenty-five years.” (Aage was the first cousin of Christian X, heroic King of Denmark during World War II.)


  “Mírnej vztek s mírnou hlavou, Duši často mění v alkohol, Tam v Karviné, v Karviné”

“Hollow anger with a hollow head, Often turns the soul into alcohol, There in Karviná, in Karviná”

“Karviná”
The Yo-Yo Band



In Czechoslovakia in the late 1980s, the city of Karviná and the surrounding region, near the Polish border, were a grim Communist-era landscape of coal mines and steel mills with clusters of drab workers’ hubs—a typical Eastern European industrial zone where young people dreamed of a different future but too often lacked the will to change their dreary, unfulfilled lives. Stanislav Gazdík was a miner’s son and grew up in Orlová, a purpose-built mining town near Karviná. Gazdík recalls: “Well, one day I said to my father, ‘I want to work like a miner.’ He went into the bathroom and filled the tub with water. He called me. I said, ‘Yes, are you going to wash, or what?’ He said, ‘No, son, look: you are going to choose your profession. If you choose miner, I will drown you right now.’ He was very serious. OK, understood. So, sure, I decided to do something else.”

Gazdík comments on the path that led him to a soldier’s life: “At high school in Orlová, military recruiters came by. I thought … fuck it … the uniform—I liked it a lot. They talked about school for helicopter pilots. I signed up for helicopter school and was accepted, but at that year they didn’t have enough applicants and didn’t open a new class.” Gazdík chose a civilian construction job. He earned good money climbing high beams of fifty or 100 meters “like a monkey,” but it wasn’t steady employment, and he again turned to the army.

* * *

In 1989, Czechoslovakia was one of the many Soviet-bloc countries to experience political, social, and economic upheaval. In Poland, after decades of Soviet-enforced terror and deprivation, Lech Wałęsa’s once banned Solidarność party overwhelmingly won the vote in the country’s first (partially) free elections since 1939. Drama unfolded in Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia as two million citizens protested Soviet occupation by joining hands across their Baltic states and then whispering the word “freedom” to one another. To the cheers of long separated friends and relatives, Hungary dismantled the barbed-wire fences, minefields, and guard towers that lined its border with Austria. Trabants and Wartburgs, packed with families and their meager possessions on “summer vacation,” sputtered to West German embassies in neighboring countries. By the hundreds, the “happy socialists” piled out of their circus cars and asked for asylum. A few months later, massive demonstrations outside churches in Leipzig and Dresden (with the rallying cry “Wir sind das Volk” or “We are the people”) brought party leaders in Communist East Germany to the realization that the Berlin Wall and its ideology could no longer separate Germans. Eastern Europe was in tumult. As a Czechoslovak soldier, Stanislav Gazdík, a stern and determined twenty-one-year-old, watched his country’s “Velvet Revolution” unfold.

“I was in an NCO school in Prešov in 1989. I remember I was in Prague on November 17, 1989. We had a leave and … I was on leave visiting my girlfriend … just passing through, really. I was in uniform … red beret on my head. Before going (to Prague) I spoke to my mother by phone. She said, ‘Son, you haven’t seen the TV this week? People in your uniform are beating the students.’ I didn’t know anything. I didn’t look at TV or newspapers. Well, I came to Prague by train and had a look. But fuck it … what’s going on? Then a man said to me, ‘Hey, shitface, what are you doing? Fucking Red Berets!’ After, I walked to the train station’s toilets, and … another man followed closely behind me. I turned and said, ‘What do you want?’ He said, ‘Yeah, asshole, it’s you guys that are beating the crowds!’ I said, ‘Who? Who is beating people?’—I didn’t know anything. I was on leave … in Prague to see my girlfriend. So, I said, ‘What’s happening?’ The man said, ‘It’s the revolution!’ Revolution? Fuck! I put my red beret in my pocket and left the station. By early 1991, I left the Czechoslovak Army, and in March I went to Strasbourg (France) to join the Legion.”

Sergent-Chef Gazdík would return to the Czech Republic fifteen years later as a highly decorated and accomplished Legion veteran.

* * *

Within days of Gary Lineker’s sixth and final goal for England at the 1986 World Cup in Mexico City, Ian Griffiths left for the Netherlands. A fervent supporter of English football and especially Manchester City, he’d decided to couple his love of football with a little continental adventure and hoped to win a spot as a midfielder in one of the junior clubs of a Dutch first division team. Griffiths, who would soon charm French girls with his Johnny Hallyday-rocker looks, was born to working-class parents in Radcliffe, near Manchester, in 1968. Good at math and science, he grew bored with school and left at seventeen. Estranged from his family, he drifted south to London where he took a well-paying factory job with assistance from a kindly Presbyterian minister, who also offered the young Mancunian free accommodation at the church. “Yeah, the Reverend put me up in a church. He sorted me out. You know, he sorted me out there that year … and, like, from there I got a job. I mean, I saw things stabilizing but, like, it was just a dead end, you know, dead end. Go to work at the factory, do your overtime. I was earning a lot of money for that age, but I wanted to get out of there. I wanted out. I went to Holland to play football and see a little of Europe.”

* * *

After a month of intensive training with PSV Eindhoven’s under-21 team, Griffiths was told by the coach in strange Dutch-Mancunian talk that he was “definitely maybe a good player” but would not fit in with this team. Thanking the coach for his time, Griffiths went in search of the sun and the possibility of playing with less demanding teams in France or Spain. The tourist information desk at Gare St. Charles in Marseille provided him with a city map on which the only English was a recruitment advertisement for the French Foreign Legion. With resources and patience dwindling, Griffiths approached the massive walls of Fort St. Nicolas. “I knew what I was doing. I wanted to join. I asked some questions. The sentinelle (sentry) had said to me you go to, like, Aubagne. And I said, ‘What, you don’t go to Africa no more?’ And he was, like, … his face was … are you sure you want to join, like, Beau-Peep? So that’s when I learned there was no ferry to Africa leaving that weekend.”

* * *

Walking past the laughing sentinelle, Griffiths entered a small room where an adjudant-chef and a caporal-chef stared at him. No English was spoken—only sign language and grunts. Griffiths was sent to a courtyard where he met several others, some in baggy green sweatsuits, milling about, talking and smoking. After the evening meal, he and a Frenchman from Nice went atop the ramparts of the seventeenth-century fort, lit up a joint of Dutch skunk that Griffiths managed to sneak past the guards, and watched the civilians and lights of Marseille one last time.

Sunday saw a brief medical check-up, a signing of some kind of contract, and new clothes for the new boys. Sundays at Legion bases usually allow a sleep-in with a coffee and croissant breakfast (optional) and a large midday meal with only cold food served in the evening. Griffiths was the only English speaker among the fourteen or fifteen hopefuls at the fort, but with all those Europeans and a free Sunday afternoon, it was not long before the football fanatic organized a game among the various nationalities. Griffiths approached the adjudant-chef for a soccer ball.

“He was Italian, but he seemed to understand me. ‘Inghilterra, Inghil-terra,’ he kept saying … making a fist … and I said, ‘Italia’ so we got a ball. This was a year after Brussels where it went off between Liverpool and Juventus. But it wasn’t just Liverpool fans … a lot of British Army there, you know, that are based in Germany. How many were killed? Thirty-nine or something. Thirty-eight Italians and one Belgian—dead.”

Twenty-five years earlier another English teenager had also presented himself to Legion personnel on a Saturday afternoon. However, France, in 1960, was mired in the sixth year of its bitter and bloody colonial war in Algeria. Simon Murray would serve France for five years in the parachute regiment and record his time in combat in the classic Legionnaire—a book many join with in their back pocket today. I interviewed this legendary man in London when he was eighty years old. A storyteller par excellence, Murray, who nearly crushed my hand when greeting me, remains a bundle of energy and enthusiastic supporter of all things Foreign Legion.

Only sixteen years after the end of German-occupied Paris, Murray, a small, posh-speaking Brit with a disarming smile, met a German sergent at Fort de Nogent. As Murray recalls, “He kept saying, ‘Was?’ ‘Warum?’ then said in English, ‘Yeah, yeah, you English think it’s all camels and bloody stuff … running around the desert. It isn’t. It’s modern weapons and it’s very tough and if I was you I’d go away and think about it.’ So I came back the next day. I spent the night in Paris. The next day was a Sunday and I came back. Met the same sergeant and was shown upstairs to a room with about forty guys. I was in a three-piece suit, with a double-breasted waistcoat.”

A laughing Murray adds, “Everybody looked tough and dressed completely differently from me. It was an important day, but a day for wearing blue jeans. I missed that one. But I was one of the seven they took out of that batch of forty or so.”

* * *

Like many a future legionnaire, Michael “Tex” McCue from Amarillo tried to do what his family and community expected. But neither the Jesuit professors at his college in Houston nor his pediatrician father was impressed with his first semester “D” average. Tex decided to go to Europe and worked his way through eight countries. Upon his return to Texas nearly two years later, everything seemed very strange. “I had gotten to the point when I didn’t feel at home in my hometown. I felt like an outsider.”

Against the wishes of his parents, Tex McCue returned to Europe. For almost a year, he resumed his itinerant lifestyle. One day, however, at age twenty-five, the tall, lean American came to Fort St. Nicolas in Marseille. “I was frightened … as frightened as I’ve ever been in my life when I came in through the gate. As I approached, there was a couple of German guys on the street outside. Kind of clochards (bums). They said to me, ‘Are you going in? You going to join the Legion?’ I said, ‘Yeah, I am.’ Basically, their story was that they’d been there for a couple of days, but they really didn’t feel they were fit enough to join, or they hadn’t worked up their balls to walk through the gate yet. And they were absolutely skint. And one of them said, ‘Well, if you’re joining you know you won’t need your gear any more then, will you?’ And I said, ‘No, I won’t.’ And they said, basically said, ‘Could we have your sleeping bag?’ And I said, ‘Yeah’ … I gave them my sleeping bag and that was like the seal. Now I’m committed. No turning back. Absolutely none.”

McCue went through the gate “like a dumb fool” and encountered the sentinelle. “He’s standing there staring straight ahead. No smile on his face or anything. And I say, ‘Hi, where do I go now?’ in a mix of French and English, I guess. He looked at me like I was a worm that had just crawled out from under a rock … you know, kind of nodded his head in a general direction. I didn’t bother asking any more questions.”

McCue found an adjudant who spoke some English and sat him down and said, “You’re American … you want to join the Legion?” McCue said yes, he did. “Well, you’re American … why do you want to do this? You have a good life in America. Why do you want to come to join the Legion? It’s not what you’re expecting it to be.” McCue repeated that he wanted to join, so the adjudant said, “Well, listen, I tell you what. Go back in town. Get a hotel. Stay another night in town. Have yourself a bite to eat. Go have a drink. Think about it. If you still want to do it, come back tomorrow.’ A somber McCue told him, “There’s no point. I’ve got no money. I couldn’t get a hotel. I’m skint. I haven’t eaten in two days.”

When McCue handed over his passport, “my hands were shaking like leaves in the wind … I remember looking at my hands thinking, ‘Pull yourself together. Get it together … you’re making a right fool of me. Get it together.’ And I kept expecting the adjudant to laugh, or say something … but he didn’t acknowledge it at all. I’m sure he’s seen that many other guys in the same state. He took the passport. Filled it out, and then, after all that, he says, ‘Are you hungry?’ I hadn’t eaten in two days, so I was bloody starving. They had already had the evening meal, but they had some cold stuff they pulled out. And I ate until I couldn’t eat any more. And then that was it. I was in. On the road.”

* * *

“Reality is for people who can’t cope with drugs,” said Andrew Robeson’s key chain. A recruiting officer in Lille wasn’t amused and threw it out the window. Key chain aside, Robeson was a promising candidate. He was twenty-one, athletic, a French-speaker, and recently a student at the Polytechnic of Wales. As with many Brits in the Legion, Robeson had been unable to enter Her Majesty’s Forces due to a minor run-in with the police.

When asked why he joined in 1986, Robeson, also a Genesis/Pink Floyd-loving music fan and bon vivant, laughs and replies, “That’s the impossible question.” He continues, “I needed an adventure holiday. I fancied the idea of working in Europe for a while … of getting away from the boring British climate and the boring British rat race. And there was always something that intrigued me about life in the army. Something that turned me on … something I wanted to know. My father had served in the army in Burma during the war, and I’d always enjoyed his stories. Lots of good stories from out there, and I respected him for that. And I respected guys I knew who were in the forces. Well, not so much respect … jealousy, in a way, more than respect. I wanted to experience forces’ (military) lifestyle and I wanted to travel a bit. I was just gone (age) twenty-one and driven by a need to gain some life experience before moving on. So, yes, I was a kind of “tourist,” which is popular Legion parlance for those hooligans of Brits who came over in waves during the 1980s.

* * *

After many overseas tours, marriage, and two children, Andy retired from the Legion in 2005. He ended his career as a sergent-chef (staff sergeant) at 4th RE in Castelnaudary.

* * *

Upon passing through Legion gates, the volunteer is searched for drugs or weapons and must surrender his passport or other identification. After being led to a large room filled with other candidates, he waits until called. Soon, he is questioned about his background and reasons for joining. Many of the recruiters speak English or German, but choose not to, and will make the non-French-speaking applicant struggle to communicate. Often the applicant is asked to write a paragraph or two on why he wants to join. If the senior man on duty finds him satisfactory, the applicant is directed to the showers. He must then pick out a faded green sweatsuit, which will serve as his first uniform until he is ready to be sent to Legion headquarters at Aubagne. At some point between the first interview and the shower, he will sign his five-year contract. (Since the late 1990s, the candidate has been offered a flier in various languages outlining basic Legion requirements and possible career paths.)

* * *

Most of today’s European and North American armies have well-established, non-discriminatory policies toward those they recruit. In fact, a force such as the U.S. Army often includes a disproportionately high number of members of minority groups—especially in certain units. The Legion, however, has long been a white man’s army and intends to remain so. Years of socialist governments in Paris have not changed how the Legion pursues recruitment or deals with the limited number of non-whites it allows to wear the képi blanc. Non-whites must prove their worth to the Legion more than white legionnaires. During the Camerone 2019 festivities at Aubagne, I saw more black legionnaires than in my day, yet many of these Africans were with company and regimental cross-country teams that represented the Legion in national and world competitions.


* * *

Regardless of origin, Asians in the Legion, are called “chinois” or “chintok”—“Chinese” or “chink”—and are seen by the European legionnaires as comical little yellow men who neither drink, fight, nor whore very much and always seem to be uncomfortable with a knife and fork. Many work in the mess hall, barber shop, or laundry. Tough, reliable, and generally known as followers, Asians are a good foil to the often loud, carousing, and independently minded English and German legionnaires. Many Asians have distinguished themselves in combat roles, however. Notable are the number of chinois in the cavalry regiment as tank gunners and pilots. Usually small and slight, they are a perfect match for the none-too-roomy AMX-10 RC tanks of the Legion’s cavalry. In addition to practical reasons, many choose the Régiment étranger de cavalerie for the sake of tradition, knowing that throughout the 1946–1954 war in Indochina the REC was prominent in many bloody campaigns, signing on a good number of locals to help wage that jungle war. After the French defeat, a number of Asian legionnaires continued to serve or left for the m é tropole, where they found homes in the established Chinese or Vietnamese quarters of Paris and Marseille. Their sons and grandsons have served the Legion well.

Blacks are rare in the Legion. Almost all hail from France’s former African colonies, speak good French, and accept the fact they are in a white man’s army. Racism is strong in the Legion, though generally not malicious. African legionnaires are often addressed as “Negro,” “Chocky” (a popular French chocolate drink), or simply “Black.” The use of “nigger” is not uncommon. I remember walking along the REC parade ground and hearing a young lieutenant yell across to a Malagasy legionnaire, “Hey, nigger there, come here on the double!” More than 150 nationalities are represented in the Foreign Legion. Jokes are made about everyone’s origins, but overt racism is severely reprimanded.

Nevertheless, an openly racist, long-serving Legion PM (military police) crossed my path in my final year of service. The name “Ludwig Klein,” given by the Legion to this German giant from Bremerhaven, was indeed ironic. Massive and menacing, Klein was the proud son of an unrepentant Nazi, who had been a sergeant in the notorious World War II Einsatzkommandos. Operating mostly in Eastern Europe to execute Jews and Communist party cadre, these special task forces served as mobile killing units of the SS.

Klein had no love of non-Teutonic people (we spoke German) and was amazed that he had tolerated “a race like the French” for so long. He had contempt for black legionnaires and told me of a practical joke he had once played on a black PM.

“The drums of the Musique Principale… hour after hour practicing … I thought I was back in the jungles of Bangui. So, finally, I woke up the one black M&M they slipped into our company and told him he had an urgent telephone call. He goes to the phone, but no answer. So I open the window and shout at him, ‘Nigger, can’t you hear your family calling? It’s long distance from Africa.’”

* * *

Not all whites mock black legionnaires. Although I knew him for only one week, I don’t think I can ever forget “Blanche Neige” (“Snow White”). He was a slightly bent over black legionnaire who seemed to hobble, not walk, and was so nicknamed for the white hair on his balding head. Blanche Neige was probably only in his forties but looked years older—something like a combination of Methusulah and Uncle Remus. He was a caporal-chef with fifteen years’ service and at the Legion headquarters in Aubagne for his final week of Legion duty. “Hotel” CAPLE is the barracks at Aubagne that houses all those passing through the regiment. Some legionnaires are going overseas, some are heading to other regiments in the métropole, and some are returning from extended leave. The happiest legionnaires who pass through this transient barrack every year, however, are those at the end of their Legion contracts. Blanche Neige was at the end of something—that’s for sure. One could see the Legion had been hard on him, yet he had made it and was having the last laugh.

During his final week, which involved the usual barrage of paperwork, medical check-ups, and last-ditch meetings with high-ranking officers attempting to sign the legionnaire on for still another hitch, all anyone at the camp remembers of Blanche Neige was his insane, high-pitched laugh, which ended in a spasm of wheezing and coughing. He so changed the mood at the CAPLE that week that even the company captain addressed him as Caporal-Chef Blanche Neige. He seemed to be outwardly showing the wear and tear, physically and mentally, the Legion exacts on its soldiers after fifteen years of service. Blanche Neige soon became a Legion Everyman. Regardless of rank or time spent in the Legion, we all wanted to slap this guy on the back and wish him well.

I had little to do with him but found myself also caught up in Blanche Neige - mania. I remember seeing him after midday ranks shuffling along the administrative corridor of the CAPLE and asking him how things were going. As he was apt to do that last week, he didn’t so much answer as just flap his arms and cackle. Every time I saw Blanche Neige, he was repeating this motion. As a black legionnaire in the early 1970s, he had to have been harassed in an awful way. In my many months in Aubagne, I never saw another black caporal-chef with fifteen years’ service. Blanche Neige had defied the odds and pressed on—something the Legion values and respects more than anything.

Jews in the Legion have a limited but colorful history. Jewish enlistment came during, between, and just after the trauma of World Wars I and II. Since the infamous Dreyfus affair of the 1890s, the French military’s anti-Semitism was no secret. Still, in 1914 and 1915, hundreds of French Jewish volunteers flocked to recruiting posts to fight the invading Hun. As with those Jewish recruits fleeing Hitler’s Germany twenty years later, these men were somewhat older, more urban and middle class, and often university graduates. Because of their background, the new Jewish legionnaires were suspected of being “intellectuels de gauche” (smart-asses) by many enlisted men—and some anti-Semitic officers. The slur, “intel-lectuel de gauche,” is still used in today’s Legion as a barrack retort to anyone expressing himself too eloquently on anything other than a football match or right-wing politics.

The German occupation of France during World War II was a problem for any Jew in the French military. Germany’s racial policies in collaborationist Vichy French territory meant that Jewish legionnaires had to be discharged and then imprisoned. In the French colonies of North Africa, Legion Jews were forced to work in labor camps established by the Vichy government. At least 1,500 Jewish legionnaires were made to toil alongside other enemies of Germany in building the Trans-Sahara Railway. Built under brutal conditions and fully supported by the Vichy regime, this Axis project led to the deaths of hundreds of Jewish legionnaires in North Africa.

While unlikely brothers-in-arms, the fallen soldiers of the Wehrmacht were also joined by Jews in Legion recruitment after 1945. Many central and eastern European Jews, with family dispersed or decimated and weary of moving from one Displaced Persons camp to another, joined the Foreign Legion. It’s said that one Italian Jew joined the Legion in 1946 intending to find and kill his SS jailkeeper and torturer. Sent to Indochina, the Jew found his Nazi tormenter and, under the guise of battle, also found his revenge. Another Jewish legionnaire, David Shaltiel, was later to command Jewish forces in Jerusalem during the 1948 War of Independence. And Jewish officer (non-Legion) and future Israeli general Moshe Dayan lost his left eye after a 1943 battle with Legion-supported Vichy troops in Syria.

* * *

Jewish legionnaires, most of whom are Ashkenazi, must also endure and accept the taunts and prejudices of the Christian European majority. I found the French to have a particularly high disdain for Jews among their ranks, with Germans’ anti-Semitism running a close second. I knew five Jews: one English, two French, and two Israelis. In fact, Israeli Sergeant Gideon “Hollywood” Lev (name changed) is the young legionnaire featured on the cover of John Robert Young’s 1985 picture book, The French Foreign Legion. Like the other minorities in the Legion, Jews have to be extra tough.

* * *

Still, neither Asians, nor Africans, nor Jews can ever feel the animosity, distrust, and scorn that the Legion holds for Arabs in its ranks. That an Arab could even make it to a combat regiment should be credit enough to his tenacity and spirit. Historically speaking, of course, one might argue: no Arabs, no Legion. The Foreign Legion was raised to fight in the Algerian bled (countryside). From its formation by King Louis Philippe in 1831 until the 1962 Evian Peace Accords under President de Gaulle, Algeria had been the Legion’s home and sanctuary. France has still not fully come to terms with its traumatic 1954–1962 war in Algeria nor has it learned how to handle the growing Maghrebian population now living in the métropole.

This colonial scar has a major influence on public sentiment and French politics. Discussion and debate over Western socio-cultural values and Islam often fill the media. Many French mutter among themselves that recent violence in public schools and large city suburbs, along with general urban decay—including graffiti, crime, and the depressingly high national unemployment rate—is a result of too many Arabs living in too small a French space. Many of these same French also protest what they regard as the unfair social and economic benefits allocated to North African immigrants and their large, often very extended families. A political voice for many alienated and disheartened French is found in the far-right proclamations of the Front national, whose founder, Jean-Marie Le Pen (now retired in favor of his daughter Marine), is a veteran of the Légion étrangère.

  Le Pen was an officer in a Legion paratrooper unit during the colonial wars in Indochina and Algeria. Like many Legion combat veterans of Algeria, Le Pen shows no remorse about the use of torture against the Arab enemies of France. He entered politics at a young age and developed a style and showmanship atypical among his peers. When active in the Front national, he would enter indoor political rallies under a spotlight and to the cadence of Verdi’s impassioned “Slaves’ Chorus” from Nabucco. He may spew rubbish during formal interviews (“the Holocaust is a minor detail of history”), but Le Pen is a confident, dynamic speaker in front of a crowd. Attending a rally in Marseille, I saw how easily he works the faithful into a frenzy. In keeping with the party’s ultra-nationalistic pitch, soldiers in uniform and any legionnaires are freely admitted to and made to feel most welcome at gatherings of the Front national (renamed Rassemblement national in 2018 by Marine Le Pen, and, since 2022, led by the son of Italian immigrants, Jordan Bardella). Usually the key speaker will ask all military personnel present to stand and receive the applause of the patriotic crowd.

Given the Legion’s history and France’s racial tension today, it is no wonder that Arabs are not a welcome group chez Légion. Caporal-Chef Simon Atherton (the former butcher from Norwich) became a Legion recruiter in the south of France in the 1990s; he described the standard operating procedure for minority recruitment: “For starters, it depends on their faces. It also depends what color they are—Arab or black. If they’re Arab or black, they automatically get a test … an intelligence test because their intelligence is pretty low … but, if they pass the test, they get put in. About one out of one thousand passes. I’ve been here for five months now and not one has passed. They come for one reason only, and that is to become naturalized French. That’s the only reason they come, and that’s why we give them the test. We don’t feel like helping them se foutre de la gueule (to cum on the face) of France.”

* * *

One Arab youth who did ejaculate on France’s phiz was Mohammed Merah. Perhaps a low-scoring intelligence test led to his rejection, but more likely it was Merah’s surly attitude and many petty prior convictions that kept him from more than a few days’ stay at a Legion recruiting post in the south of France. Less than two years later, in March 2012, Toulouse and France were shaken by the murders of three Jewish children, a rabbi, and three French paras (paratroopers) in the name of al-Qaeda and Legion-wannabe Merah’s interpretation of Islam.

* * *

National and ethnic tension can surface among white, Christian Europeans, too. During the Balkan wars of the 1990s, a major brawl broke out between Croats and Serbs in my former 1er REC escadron. All involved were discharged. Since the early 2000s, many Russians and Ukrainians have joined the Legion. If these groups come to blows en service because of the war in Ukraine, a similar fate will await.

* * *

Whatever his race, nationality, or background, once a recruit has made it past the gate and the initial screening and donned the green fatigues, he is channeled to Aubagne, near Marseille. This is home to the 1er Régiment étranger (1er RE /First Foreign Regiment), headquarters of the Foreign Legion and site of its main selection center. That was where I arrived in September 1986, along with my fellow raw recruits from Paris.





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png
STACKPOLE
BOOKS





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
FRENGH
FOREIGN LEGION

ADVENTURES WITH
THE WORLD’S MOST FAMOUS
FIGHTING FORCE

N. J. VALLDEJULI





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png





