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Author's Note


The events described are presented as they were experienced and understood by the author at the time. While every effort has been made to ensure historical accuracy, the narrative reflects the limitations of personal perspective, memory, and the context in which those events occurred.

In keeping with the traditions of the French Foreign Legion, anonymity is paramount. Identifying details — including names and personal characteristics — have been altered or omitted to protect the privacy of individuals. Unless otherwise stated, all names are pseudonyms. Any resemblance to real persons, living or deceased, is coincidental.

Except for these limited changes, the substantive events, timelines, and experiences described in this book are true to the best of the author’s knowledge and recollection and are historically accurate within the context of the period.

Reader discretion is advised.



Balmed Press

 

Author’s Note



This is a work of non-fiction drawn from my service in the French Foreign Legion. Events are described as they were experienced at the time, without the benefit of hindsight or later interpretation.

I have not written this book to explain the Legion, to defend it, or to criticise it. The Legion does not require interpretation. It functions according to its own logic, indifferent to opinion. What follows is an account of one man living within that system.

Decisions were sometimes made under fatigue, pressure, and imperfect information — conditions that were normal, not exceptional. Names and identifying details have been altered in keeping with Legion tradition, but the substance of events remains accurate.

This is not a story of heroism or grievance. It is a record of service, discipline, and consequence — and of what prolonged exposure to those forces can do to a person.

Some scenes may be difficult to read, but they are included because they happened, and because leaving them out would be a greater distortion.

I grew up in Northern Ireland during a period shaped by division and suspicion. Certain questions were simply not asked. You learned early to watch, to listen, and to keep your own counsel. That restraint was a form of survival, but it came at a cost. By the time I left home, it had hardened into habit — one I carried with me, whether I wanted to or not.

 



Chapter 1

On the morning of 8th May 2001, I handed my brother a letter explaining why I was leaving home — perhaps forever.

He was the only person I had confided in about my intention to join the French Foreign Legion. I asked him to deliver the letter to our parents after I had gone, effectively binding myself to a plan I could no longer retreat from. Family and friends would have tried to dissuade me. As a Catholic raised in a nationalist area of Northern Ireland, I found that both the law and the military carried taboo undertones. I might well have yielded to pleas to stay. But the desire to join the Legion had returned throughout my life like a recurring tide. It was time to face it.

My leaving was certainly discreet, perhaps even cruel, but I wrote the letter carefully so that my departure would at least make sense to those I loved.

I knew acceptance into the Legion was far from guaranteed. My brother agreed to hold the letter for four weeks — long enough for me to learn whether I had been enlisted or rejected. If I failed, I could slip home quietly, without the embarrassment of public disappointment or worry for my family.

His eyes reddened outside the Europa Bus Terminal in Belfast. We hugged tightly — something we had never done before — each silently hoping it would not be our last.

When we pulled apart, he inhaled sharply through flared nostrils, and regained his composure. I trusted he would carry out my wishes, even though he would face a barrage of questions. He slipped the envelope into his pocket and wished me luck. I turned and walked away.

I did not look back, yet I could not help imagining what lay ahead — the dangers, the uncertainty, the unknown. But I had committed. Action was all that remained and I was off to embrace it.

On the bus, I reflected on the forces that had pushed me to leave home. Childhood memories surfaced: forts built from pallets, crude bows and arrows, games of war waged across hedges, streams and hills. I was always the most absorbed in the role.

As a teenager, I clung to the outdoors. I swam daily in Carlingford Lough during the summer, fished for mackerel, and roamed the Mournes, learning their peaks and paths. Those mountains raised me. Their slopes were where I felt most alive. I ran them, hiked them, and helped my grandfather herd sheep across their heathered flanks.

At university, I joined the mountaineering club. Climbing and camping became my priority — often more than engineering lectures. Restlessness grew. I spent a year travelling through Scandinavia, but the journey only deepened my hunger for challenge. When I returned, the idea of joining the French Foreign Legion crystallised. By Christmas, I was committed in my mind, even if I spoke of it to no one.

I bought a one-way ticket to Paris. That simple action hardened my resolve. If accepted, it would be five years before I could return home.

I carried only a small rucksack. At Dublin Airport, the cheerful clerk returned my final £20 in change. Even that did not weaken my determination.

I had always been drawn to soldiering. At twenty-three, the dream felt like something that would fade if I did not seize it now. I was also weary of the predictable path society laid out: nine-to-five employment, a mortgage, padded pension schemes, political theatrics. I wanted out — for a while, at least.

As the aircraft accelerated down the runway, I leaned back and wondered whether, within months, I might be jumping from one myself. The thought made me smile. The plane burst through the dark cloud layer into clear blue, and the endless horizon matched my mood. Everything ahead felt possible. Hope, I reminded myself, requires perseverance if it is to become anything more than a daydream.

The crew spoke in English and French. I knew none of the latter. In my bag was a 1931 English/French dictionary bought second-hand in Belfast. I hoped the language had not changed too much.

The flight was short. Paris greeted me with the same grey, drizzling weather I had left behind. I set my watch one hour ahead.

For months, I had studied everything I could find in Belfast Library about the Legion. Books insisted French was not required; training would teach it. Memoirs of former Legionnaires stirred something fierce in me. I wanted adventure too.

I memorised the entry procedure, copied the Paris address, and bought a metro ticket to Vincennes. The clerk at the ticket booth barely spoke English and looked unimpressed by my assumption that he might. Only when I showed him the address did he print the ticket. I offered a hesitant “Merci”, earning only a faint nod.

The metro map was clear enough. I surfaced into the Parisian night close to 10 pm. The air felt different — warmer issuing from the metro, broader somehow. The streets seemed twice as wide as those back home. I approached two smartly dressed women and showed them the address. They eyed me, muttered in rapid French, then abruptly rejected the paper and walked off. Perhaps the very mention of the Legion unsettled them. Even in France, it carried an aura of suspicion.

I wandered on. A park loomed to my left — dark, locked and uninviting — yet I considered it as a possible shelter if the Legion refused me entry at such a late hour. Anxiety kept me warm. Midnight felt like a deadline I should beat.

Instinct guided me up a darker, uphill street. Then I saw it: a sign glowing red and green — LÉGION ÉTRANGÈRE in gold letters. Adrenaline surged. I followed the street to the towering black walls of a fortress. Ancient. Immovable. Out of place in the modern city.

I stopped. Awe held me still. For the first time, doubt crept in. Would they accept me? Was I truly ready to give five years? Would I ever see home again?

Eventually, I pushed forward. A sudden floodlight, triggered by a motion sensor, froze me in place. There was no escape now.

At the colossal wooden doors, I hesitated to knock. A whistle came from my right. A small peephole slid open, revealing two white eyes.

“Sorry it’s late, but I’ve come to join the Legion,” I said.

The peephole slammed shut. Silence. After a minute, I turned to leave, resigned to the park. Then metal scraped. One heavy door swung inward. A tall Legionnaire in green combats and a white képi stared at me, then gestured for me to enter.

He led me into a stone vaulted room under harsh fluorescent light. I sat on a bench, nerves alive. After a long wait, heavy footsteps approached. A short, stocky man entered wearing a black képi — an officer I imagined. He scanned the room without acknowledging me, then disappeared, plunging it back into darkness.

A moment later, he returned and motioned briskly. I followed him through the quiet camp and up three flights of a dark stairwell to a small office lit by a single lamp.

“Parlez-vous français?” he asked.

I only stared.

“Turn on the light,” he said in English. “So, you want to join the Legion?”

“Yes.”

He took my passport, examined it thoroughly, then said, “Empty your pockets and your bag.”

My belongings — clothes, a metro ticket, address book, wallet — looked meagre under the lamp. He inspected them with unsettling precision. Opening my wallet, he scoffed.

“Anything else in your pockets?”

“No,” I said, checking again.

Irritated, he sighed. For a moment, I feared rejection there and then.

“So what do you want?”

“I want to join the Legion.”

Saying it aloud released something in me.

“It is very late,” he said flatly.

My heart dipped. I pictured the locked park again.

“So, you have nowhere else to go? Out drinking? Taking drugs? Couldn’t find a hotel?”

“My plane was delayed, and it was difficult to find this place.”

He studied me, then commanded, “Take off your clothes.”

I stripped to my boxers.

“Are you a girl?” he asked suddenly.

Absurd, but I answered anyway. “No.”

“Bend over and touch your toes.”

I laughed instinctively. He tugged my waistband and gave a clinical glance.

He handed me a coarse canvas sack for my possessions. My few franc notes disappeared into his pocket; Perhaps this was simply the fee for entry? My address book went into the bin. I said nothing. 

He threw a child-sized blue tracksuit at me. It barely fit — sleeves at my elbows, trousers halfway up my shins.

Then, unexpectedly, he said, “I’m Scottish, you know.”

I doubted it but nodded politely.

“I’ll give you a Scottish name.” He opened a Scottish telephone directory, tapped a page, and declared, “Mackenzie. And an Irish forename — Sean.”

I signed “Sean Mackenzie” several times on the volunteer form.

“It’s too late for anything else. Follow me.”

He led me to a room of bunks. I lay awake for a while, expecting him to burst in again, but sleep eventually claimed me.

Lights snapped on in the darkness. Five men sat up around me, all wearing the same undersized tracksuits. We tidied our bunks in silence and filed out.

Breakfast in the refectory was simple — coffee or hot chocolate poured into bowls, perfect for dipping bread. No one spoke.

The day unfolded quietly. Ten of us were kept back for chores. I swept a courtyard with a worn brush, rehearsing answers for the interrogation I imagined would come.

Days passed with little change. More volunteers arrived — Romanians, Russians, Frenchmen, North Africans. I kept mostly to myself. A Russian with wild eyes tried repeatedly to befriend me.

“You English man?” he asked.

When I denied it, he insisted again until I agreed, for the sake of peace.

“You, me go Spanish Legion?” he added, laughing strangely.

The Romanian warned me to be careful — he believed the Russian intended to steal my passport.

One afternoon, a soldier played a Legion recruitment video in the day room. Scenes of regiments, operations and parachutists reignited my ambition. I had always wanted to be a paratrooper.

Later, a thin young man approached me and, in a familiar accent, asked, “Are you English?”

“Irish,” I said. “Sit down.”

He was from Belfast — only eighteen. We immediately understood one another. At dinner, we made the mistake of eating the red wax off a cheese sphere, much to the amusement of the two North Africans beside us.

More men arrived daily. When the dormitories were full, we were told we would travel to Aubagne, headquarters of the Legion. After nine long days, a caporal-chef (chief corporal) finally ordered us onto a bus.

We marched through Paris behind him like convicts. At Gare de Lyon, we boarded the train south. He closed his curtains and slept while we endured the long night journey. I dozed intermittently, watching the quiet French countryside slide past under a brilliant sky.

At dawn, the Mediterranean appeared — blue merging with blue. The landscape changed to chalky hills and scrub, bright under the rising sun. In Marseille station, a French volunteer suddenly bolted towards the metro. The chief corporal merely shrugged and continued the count. Some said the man had used the Legion for a free journey south — a daring escape.

We boarded the connecting train. Minutes later, we arrived in Aubagne — Camp Viénot, home of the 1st Foreign Regiment (1st RE). This was where the real assessment would begin.

The Belfast lad and I sat together on the bus, both of us sharpened by anticipation. The southern air was warm and clear. I felt alive again — closer than ever to becoming a Legionnaire.

And for the first time, I sensed that everything ahead was about to change.


Chapter 2

Volunteers must present themselves at one of eighteen recruitment centres across France — near borders, ferry terminals, and in the major cities. When a centre reaches capacity, volunteers are sent to the 1st RE in Aubagne for evaluation.

On arrival in Aubagne, a new volunteer is considered green — untested, provisional. With each successful test, his status advances. Interviews about past lives take place at the Legion’s records office, known affectionately as “the Gestapo”. Once cleared, a volunteer is accepted and allowed to proceed towards basic training. At that point, he collects the equipment and clothing required for five years’ service. Camouflage fatigues and boots become compulsory. The green beret is folded and kept in a pocket, not yet earned. From then on, it is a waiting game until the next group of recruits is taken to Castelnaudary.

On arrival at the 1st RE, the bus slowed and parked before the main gates. A Legionnaire approached the driver’s window, examined his papers, and signalled for the vehicle to enter. A sergeant emerged from the control room and stood by the door, observing the bus. He did not step into the sun, careful not to spoil his crisply pressed shirt. These men showed none of the habits of civilian life. Their movements were deliberate, their expressions controlled. I watched the Legionnaire with admiration as he carried out his duties in full parade uniform, medals gleaming on his chest and red-fringed epaulettes sitting squarely on his shoulders.

The bus passed through the gates, took a sharp left, and climbed a steep slope past the regimental prison — the first building to greet me. To the right stretched a vast parade square. Heat shimmered across the smooth tarmac. Soldiers crossed the grounds in every direction. Compared with the quiet recruitment centre in Paris, Aubagne felt alive with activity.

Our group, minus the Frenchman who had fled in Marseille, was led into a storeroom. We were each issued an equally ridiculous tracksuit, identical to those in Paris. I suspected the unattractive uniform was designed to discourage even the most desperate volunteer from running away. Shorts would have been far more suitable in the southern heat. Once dressed, we were assembled in the main square and issued toiletry bags. I found this surprisingly generous: toothpaste, a toothbrush, nail clippers, razors. We had not even been accepted yet. A stern sergeant welcomed us to Aubagne and explained the daily routine. I did not understand a word.

The volunteers’ quarters were separated from the rest of the regiment by a high fence. During daylight hours, the main entrance stood unguarded. Legionnaires in uniform walked past the gates, apparently oblivious to us. I longed to wear a proper uniform and rid myself of the grimy blue tracksuit.

Inside the fenced sector stood a large building. The ground floor housed administrative offices; the two upper floors were dormitories, used only at night. In front of it lay an assembly square. Lines had been painted on the tarmac, each marked with ten dots indicating where volunteers were to stand. This allowed a corporal to count the men quickly by multiplying the rows.

Behind the building stretched a wide yard of compacted earth, fine dust lying over bare ground. The area was enclosed by barbed wire. Groups formed and dissolved constantly, shifting with arrivals and departures. Several large trees provided shade. When no assembly was called, volunteers lingered there until the siren sounded, at which point everyone ran to the front of the building to form up.

Despite the simplicity of the process, new volunteers arrived daily, unfamiliar with the routine, and there was always a scramble to be in the first column. There was no reward for arriving first, but everyone wanted to look keen.

The siren sounded at least thirty times a day. It broke the monotony of waiting and stirred fresh anticipation. Each time, a list of names was read out. If your name appeared, you might be assigned work, called for a test, or dismissed from the regiment altogether. The list of rejections was usually announced after lunch. Those who feared they had performed badly often found they could not eat.

The Belfast lad and I walked the yard, listening for English voices. As in Paris, men gravitated towards those who shared a language or background. Smokers were the great social brokers, drawing men beyond the limits of their usual circles. Tobacco was scarce, and volunteers were constantly bargained with for cigarettes.

I eventually found an English-speaking group. Each man came from a different country: an Englishman, a Canadian, an American, a South African, a Dane, and a Scot.

They offered advice freely. Avoid fights. Keep a low profile. Standing out — for good or bad reasons — was considered dangerous. I was urged to aim for mediocrity. I was also advised to keep a clear, chronological account of my life. The Legion demanded a complete record of a man’s past.

There were three basic tests: physical, psychological, and intelligence. These were administered in any order over roughly two weeks, depending on the flow of volunteers and the efficiency of the recruitment staff. The Canadian, however, had already been there for three weeks and was still waiting for his final assessment. He told me to be patient. Those who passed all three tests would then face a detailed interrogation at the Bureau des Statistiques de la Légion Étrangère (BSLE).

Life at Aubagne followed a simple rhythm: meals in the canteen, assemblies throughout the day. Since I understood no French, I copied anyone who looked as though he knew what he was doing.

I grew close to the English-speakers during that first week. We talked for hours each day. The Belfast lad and I were the only ones without military backgrounds. The others spoke confidently about previous units and dangerous deployments. I felt increasingly inadequate. Although I had read that prior service was unnecessary, it seemed unlikely that I would be chosen among so many seasoned soldiers.

I was particularly friendly with the Canadian. Like everyone else, he used his new Legion name. His forearms were covered in tattoos. He had served eight years with a Canadian parachute regiment and travelled widely during his career. He explained how his unit had been disbanded for misconduct while deployed in Somalia. The mass dismissal of the regiment had bred deep resentment. He had declined an offer to transfer elsewhere and was untroubled by the early end of his contract. He lived near Niagara Falls and insisted it was the most beautiful place on earth.

There was also an American volunteer from a southern state. He rarely smiled. His eyes were dark and wary, and he moved through the yard with a restless energy that made others give him space. He told me plainly that he was a racist. He paced as if waiting for an excuse.

I kept my distance. A fight, however small, could end my chances. What I could not reconcile was his determination to join the Legion — a place of countless languages and faces from every corner of the world. Before even volunteering, he had tattooed the French tricolour beneath an American flag. It struck me as a strange act of faith. He failed his first entrance test and was dismissed. I did not miss him.

I spoke occasionally with a small South African man. He was a comic figure, his appearance matching his manner. His pale blue eyes bulged with mischief; his long, frizzy hair stuck out wildly. He told me he worked as a jeweller in Bloemfontein and, surprisingly, had no desire to join the Legion, earning a comfortable living at home.

“So why are you here?” I asked.

“My friend was in trouble, and I helped him,” he whispered.

Across the yard stood a tall, powerfully built man, calmly smoking a cigarette no one dared ask for. He looked like a Boer forward mangled in an international rugby scrum.

“That’s what mates do,” the little man said.

I had hoped the Legion would offer travel, experience, and exposure to different cultures. I wanted to do something extraordinary and believed hardship in France might enrich my life. I often wondered why others had joined, especially those who seemed to be running from something. Many, I discovered, did not want to be there at all. I could not understand how this man was helping his friend by coming with him and asked him to explain.

“When the whites lost power in South Africa, supporters of the ANC came to take his land. He wouldn’t let them.”

He stared at a stone just beyond the reach of his short leg. I did not ask what “wouldn’t let them” meant. The implication was enough.

“I’m his best friend — more like a brother,” he continued. “They would have interrogated me until I told them where he was. I had to leave too.”

I asked only his Legion name. We had all been instructed to use them at all times. I was already growing accustomed to Sean Mackenzie.

“Mackenzie — but everyone calls me Mac,” I said.

“Kakman. Nice to meet you. Those bastards!”

“What bastards?”

“The Paris bastard who gave me this stupid name.”

“What’s wrong with it?”

“You don’t know? It means shit.”

“Kakman means shit?”

“Kak means shit in Afrikaans. So I’m Shitman in English. They did it on purpose.”

I laughed. Despite himself, he smiled too.

As evening fell, the final siren summoned us to assemble. We were sent to our rooms to prepare for showers. The bunk beds were crammed together, mattress to mattress. I claimed a top bunk by a window. There were likely bed-wetters among us, and I was not taking chances. A Hungarian man below me complained about the razors and the lack of slippers. He grumbled constantly, and I avoided him. I could not shake the feeling that he did not understand what he had volunteered for.

We moved to the showers in single file, towels tied around our waists. Each man was allowed thirty seconds inside. A corporal supervised the entrance, clearly irritated by the assignment. He vented his displeasure by shouting abuse at anyone who lingered. His threats had me washing and rinsing in fifteen seconds. He looked surprised as I slipped past him. I dried myself in the corridor to avoid punishment.

The cold water was bracing. When I climbed into bed, I felt alert and content. Lights went out at 10.30 pm. Lying in the dark, I felt myself edging closer to becoming a Legionnaire. The routines were unfamiliar, but I was glad to surrender to them. I listened to the jumble of languages around me, thrilled and unsettled that I could not pick out French among them.

The windows were left wide open. Cool air carried the scent of wild Provençal herbs into the room before it mingled with snores and the less pleasant by-products of sleep.

Watching the others, I reflected on how narrow my path had been. At home, there had been nowhere for my instincts to go. Once, in English class, our teacher asked who had been affected by the Troubles. No one answered. He asked who watched the news. Again, silence. When he pressed the brightest girl to respond, she said, “It’s always the same — shootings, bombs, killings. Why would I watch that?” He told us that in almost any other country every hand would have gone up. Only then did I realise how war had shaped us without our noticing.

I might have joined the Irish Army, but I doubted it would offer the challenge I sought. The IRA, viewed from the outside as a terrorist organisation, had once seemed a cavalier option from within my own world — a movement framed as resistance, sovereignty, and defence. By the time I was old enough to choose, however, that path had closed. The Good Friday Agreement had sealed it, leaving only deniable ghosts of a youth already past.

I could not have joined the British Army. I had been raised to see them as enemies, and to wear their uniform would have marked me and my family. Exile would have been certain — perhaps worse if I ever returned. Some of my relatives had been persecuted; others had entered the void, vanishing from ordinary life without explanation or return.

The American military held a certain promise, but I was not American.

If I wanted to be a soldier at all, there was only one place left that would take me as I was.

That place was the French Foreign Legion.


Chapter 3

Volunteers from all over the world came and went in their droves as summer progressed. I had no idea the Legion received so many volunteers each day, and I was struck by how unsentimental it was in dismissing most of them. Some men were thrown out for very good reason. 

I remember waking one night as several corporals entered the volunteers’ sleeping quarters and ushered us into the corridor. They searched our toiletry bags and found a knife in one of them. Apparently, an Algerian was being harassed by a few Frenchmen. The knife had been stolen from the mess during dinner. He told a few acquaintances he was going to stab the French bullies during the night. He did not have to wait, as was normal, until after lunch; instead, he was kicked out that same night. Someone had spoken out.

During my second week at Aubagne, the Belfast lad and I were told we were going to do the physical test. I was looking forward to it.

The physical test is straightforward. After a brief medical examination, I was expected to run around a 400 m track as many times as possible in twelve minutes. The rumour was that eight laps qualified a candidate as able. Six laps or more would allow the volunteer to progress to the next stage, but he would have to be exceptionally intelligent and sane.

The Belfast lad had a dilemma. He began fretting that he was not fit enough to succeed and worried that the urine sample he had submitted would be analysed for traces of drugs. No recruit had been left with a watch, since all jewellery had been confiscated at the recruitment centres. Time was now relative to sunrise, whistles, meals, unintelligible shouting, sirens, and sunset. Not being able to tell the time obliged me to be dependent on the orders of the Legionnaires. It was going to be difficult to set the correct pace. The men participating that morning were divided into groups of eight.

The race began when a sergeant blew the starting whistle. Those who sprinted off like Olympians puffed themselves out and were slowing drastically after the first lap. As I commenced my third lap, I caught sight of the Belfast lad and closed in on him quickly. I urged him on and told him to keep it up. I found a comfortable pace I could maintain until the last lap, whereupon I would give my all. A dark-haired Macedonian took the lead and strode several metres in front of me.

As I began my seventh lap, I noticed the Belfast lad standing at the side of the track. He turned his flushed face and caught my eye. Sweat dripped from his brow as he urinated on the grass. The sergeant blew his whistle, signalling that one minute remained. I accelerated and finished exhausted, but in a respectable second place. I completed over eight laps. The Macedonian won the heat by 50 m.

The Belfast lad had almost completed six laps. He was certain it wasn’t enough to remain in the Legion. During lunch, he was irritable.

“What am I going to do if I’m kicked out?” he pleaded.

“Go back home,” I shrugged. I didn’t want him to feel so desperate and added, “I might even get the boot.”

He fell silent, then pulled up his sleeve. “Look at that.” He revealed the moisturised initials Y.W.H.A tattooed on his forearm.

He said, “You Weren’t Happy Anyway,” and never spoke another word.

The Belfast lad’s name was called on the rejection list after lunch that same day. I waved at him from my assembly position, but he turned the other way and, with that, his brief Legion experience was terminated.

The crazy Russian who was determined to steal my passport was also called out that lunchtime. He made frantic gestures towards me as he left his row and headed up the steps towards the front of the volunteers’ building. I kept my gaze fixed ahead and only caught his antics with my peripheral vision. I was relieved to hear his name announced. I felt safer now that he was no longer a threat.

I had grown in confidence after finishing second in my heat, since many ex-soldiers had participated. In another heat that morning, a Moroccan volunteer completed almost eleven laps to everyone’s astonishment. After lunch, he was kicked out and told to go home and win more medals for his country. The advice to strive for mediocrity had proven sound.

Nearly another two weeks passed before I was summoned for my second test. Until then, I worked with a chief corporal during the day outside the volunteers’ sector. He was Austrian.

My principal role was to brush and mop the floors of a three-storey administrative building, empty the bins, and jump to attention when anyone in uniform passed. The building where I worked was beside the Legion’s own museum, situated on the right-hand side of the parade ground.

In the centre of the parade ground, a beautiful monument had been erected. On each corner of this monument stood four larger-than-life Legionnaire figures, and above them was a large granite globe. The chief corporal explained that before the 1st RE moved its headquarters to Aubagne, Sidi Bel Abbès in Algeria was where the Legion’s mother regiment was located. When the French army withdrew after Algerian independence, the Legion defiantly shipped the twelve-tonne monument with them all the way to Marseille.

When I was not occupied with chores, I had to keep a low profile in the chief corporal’s room. His philosophy was that if I was seen, I should be seen doing something, so I loitered in his room, trying to read French magazines.

I learned that the building contained the dossiers of every soldier who had served in the Legion since its creation in 1831. Due to the sensitive nature of this information, a 24-hour presence in the block was paramount. It was the Austrian chief corporal’s duty to provide that presence for two weeks before someone else took his place.

One Saturday morning, he sent me up to the third floor to clean. I was brushing as usual when I heard shouting downstairs. Within seconds, I was confronted by two Legionnaires wielding their guns and barking commands in French. I was taken completely by surprise and put my brush down ever so slowly. They approached one of the huge steel doors and examined it. The chief corporal appeared and dismissed me. Later, he explained that due to the confidential information contained in the building, each door was motion-sensitive and, if activated, sent a direct signal to the regiment’s officer on duty, who in turn alerted the intervention group.

I was threatened in no uncertain terms never to touch another door. In future, I brushed only the middle of the corridors, and everyone was satisfied. I was greatly impressed by the two Legionnaires who had leapt up the stairs effortlessly. They pounced, gritty determination on their faces, and I believe they were disappointed to find I was only wielding a brush. They showed agility, strength, and eagerness. I was determined to become just like them.

The Austrian chief corporal was very inquisitive, and I found it peculiar that I had to work with him for such a prolonged period. Other volunteers were usually occupied with diverse jobs, and those who were not put to work simply sat about the yard in the volunteers’ sector. He was very interested in what I had done before joining the Legion, and I suspected he was deliberately delving into my past, probably reporting to a superior officer on my responses and conduct. I was careful not to appear evasive, since that might be interpreted as untruthful. He knew a lot about the conflict in Northern Ireland and probed me daily for answers to questions he was already knowledgeable about.

The other English-speaking volunteers were progressing well through their tests, and some had already been accepted for basic training. I believed I had been forgotten and voiced my concerns to the chief corporal. He told me he had encountered volunteers who spent three to four weeks before being selected or rejected.

I did my psychological test next. I made my way to one of the buildings used for testing and evaluation of candidates and was directed to a classroom. The test I sat was straightforward: all that was required was to select the two trees that appealed to me most from a set of forty. They ranged from a tree with a bushy crown and sturdy trunk to a leafless, isolated tree in a desert with a noose dangling from its branch. Although the latter had a certain artistic connotation, I choose others.

The second part of the test entailed drawing a tree. Apparently, an accurate psychological profile could be ascertained from a drawing by interpreting tell-tale features. After ten minutes, the papers were collected. The sergeant supervising the test then began gathering the drawings and laughed when he picked up the sheet from an embarrassed-looking volunteer. He turned it over and displayed a circle resting on top of a vertical line. He obviously did not think this constituted a tree. A child of three could have done better. The volunteer, who hid his face in embarrassment, was kicked out after lunch.

I thought it was considerate of the Legion to kick people out on a full stomach. I noticed many volunteers picked at the food at Aubagne indifferently. It was far below the standard of the meals served in Paris. At Aubagne, food was usually an unidentifiable goulash of octopus, squid, offal, or tripe, with a few vegetables mixed through.

No one was impressed, but I was thankful to have a varied diet. Before joining the Legion, I had been obliged to eat beans on toast — the staple diet of most impoverished students.

The evenings after a day of chores were rather uneventful, but I introduced myself to others and chatted. I found it interesting to talk with people from all over the globe and exchange comparisons between our nations. Conversation made idle hours pass quicker.

Paranoia possessed every volunteer. We believed we were under constant surveillance. There were no Legionnaires present in the yard, but it was assumed a watchful eye observed our every move and recorded our habits. I deemed this notion implausible until one evening a fight broke out. It lasted only a few seconds before others jumped in and broke it up. Strangely enough, the following day the two who had thrown punches were sent home. The Legion does not waste time on troublemakers.

Smokers found the long days monotonous and would search the yard thoroughly for cigarettes. No one had money and there was nowhere to buy a packet. The only possibility of acquiring tobacco was to be rewarded with a few cigarettes after working with a generous Legionnaire or corporal for the day. Nicotine withdrawal compelled some volunteers to pick up stubbed-out cigarette butts, light them, and suck pathetically for a dose of smoke.

I spent most evenings in the company of the Canadian. He had read up on the Legion and was thoroughly informed before deciding to join. He explained that the Legion had many different regiments with different specialities. He advised me not to join the cavalry or engineering regiments, since he assumed they were least likely to see any action. The infantry regiments would be my best bet if I wanted to learn proper soldiering. Although he confessed the 2nd REP was the crème de la crème, he advised me not to bother, since I would have to go through too much bullshit.

Unexpectedly, as the Canadian and I discussed the various regiments, a volunteer began climbing the back fence. He scaled clumsily over the barbed wire and ran off down through the woods. A crowd gathered around the fence, but he disappeared from sight. No one seemed to know who he was or why he had run off, but there was speculation he deserted in order to buy a packet of cigarettes — and was never seen again.


Chapter 4

After a month at having to endure such a prolonged selection process, I began to wonder. I had seen many volunteers join after me and already been accepted. The Canadian was successful.

Maybe someone had misplaced my dossier and I would spend five years unknowingly in the selection process.

I spotted the Austrian chief corporal in the mess one day. He recognised me and looked taken aback. “Are you still here?”

I don’t know if he made enquiries, but later that same day the buzzer shrieked and “Mackenzie” was announced. I sprinted to the queue at the side of the ranks. Those of us who had been called out had to visit the Gestapo — my final hurdle before being accepted.

We climbed to the top floor of the Intelligence and Internal Security Building. At the top, the doors were locked and our accompanying corporal pressed a buzzer. We were to be interviewed one by one. A sergeant opened the door, ensured our names corresponded with those on his list, then disappeared again, closing it firmly behind him. The corporal left us on a bench outside and we chatted amongst ourselves.

Amongst the five of us about to be interviewed, I met an eighteen-year-old Aussie. He looked innocent and childish compared with the more mature volunteers populating the yard, with the exception of Shitman.

The Aussie told me he had worked in pest control.

“There was excellent money in capturing snakes found in the suburbs of Melbourne. I received fifty dollars for a call-out. If I found two snakes in a garden, I could charge double — which was why I always carried a live rattler in my sack when called to a job. A nice little earner,” he boasted.

This Australian really did have some amazing yarns, and I was sure the Gestapo would have to sift through a lot of storytelling. The Aussie claimed his father had been an SS man and had sought refuge in Australia after the fall of the Reich, but I was quite certain he enjoyed making things up.

The Aussie was the second man to be interviewed and was detained for several hours. By the time he was finished, the department had closed for the day. I was to report back the following morning.

That night, lying on the top bunk, I strained to remember dates — schooling and other events — in preparation for my interview. I was only twenty-three. When I compiled the dates, places visited, and other aspects of my life, the tally appeared quite trivial.

The next morning, an East Asian sergeant greeted me with a cunning smile as I entered his office. Dictionaries of all European languages were piled on the shelves. I noticed French–Mandarin and English–Mandarin dictionaries. He sat at his desk in front of a computer. He began with simple questions, confirming my nationality, age, and real name. His English was quite good, but he assumed an American accent, which I found unhelpful. When he used American slang, I couldn’t help smirking, which I sensed made him uncomfortable.

“So why do you want to join the Legion?” he asked, scrutinising my facial expressions and body language. He quizzed me with the intention of finding inconsistencies; he cut me short when he felt he knew how my statements would end. The Austrian chief corporal I had worked with had undoubtedly written a report about my past, and this sergeant was confirming the details.

At the beginning of the interview, I was quite chuffed that a representative of the Legion showed actual interest in my desire to join, but not after an hour of verbal probing. The interview turned surreal. Some questions were ridiculous. I found it impossible to remain composed or act indifferent when threatened. The outcome mattered so much to me that I divulged anything asked.

“So you have come to find a new boyfriend, is that it? A nice Legionnaire to bring back to Mummy. You do like boys?”

The sergeant’s accent and absurd questioning made me burst into laughter at times, but he watched me continuously, as if awaiting confirmation.

“No. Of course not. I told you why I wanted to join,” I retorted.

With each response, he typed something into the computer. These questions were probably being graded.

I was adamant: I was not joining to find a husband, nor running away from the law. I was not trying to evade paying back debts I had accrued in Ireland. I was not abandoning a nonexistent wife who despised the fact that I wore her underwear. I had not robbed a bank nor murdered anyone, and Interpol were not trying to track me down.

“It will be hard on your children,” he taunted. “What will they say when they find out about their Daddy running away and leaving them?”

“I told you I don’t have any children and I was never married.”

“What about the girlfriend then? Was she not good enough for you? I think she will come over here to look for you. I know you’re hiding something,” he growled menacingly.

I knew it was an act and I was being put through the paces, but after several hours I grew weary and began to wonder if he genuinely suspected something was amiss. I think he was putting me under pressure to assess my reaction.

“Wife beater,” he mumbled under his breath.

I realised his English was far better than I had presumed at the start.

“I will get to the bottom of things soon enough,” he threatened.

“You are rich?”

“No.”

“Daddy is rich?”

“No.”

“How big is your swimming pool?”

“I don’t have a swimming pool.”

He typed something else, then sat back in his chair and stared at me until I felt uncomfortable.

“What’s the matter?” I began.

“You tell me.”

“Nothing,” I confessed.

“Oh. I think you know only too well what is wrong.”

I was taken by surprise and tried to remember whether I had miscalculated school dates or forgotten a country I had visited, but nothing came to mind. I was sure he would enlighten me soon enough.

“I hate the British just like you,” he snapped, lifting his eyebrows and head slightly, ushering me to respond.

“OK.”

He leaned forward, planted his left forearm on the desk, and pointed his pen. “Why don’t you like the British?”

“I didn’t say I didn’t like the British.”

“You didn’t say you did.”

I was bemused and waited for the next question. I had no idea where he was going.

“You are an I.R.A. man?”

His line of questioning startled me at first, but I knew he was clutching at straws. “No,” I assured him.

“So you want to learn about military tactics, then go back and fight the British?”

I assured him I had no ulterior motives for volunteering for the FFL.

“I am joining for a challenging and adventurous lifestyle, for the opportunity to travel and meet people from all over the world. I’m joining to broaden my horizons and become more knowledgeable and wise. I’m joining so that I can become the best man that I can be.”

Through the thorough scrutiny of the East Asian sergeant, the Gestapo probed practically every phase of my life. When the three-hour interview ended, I was confident they had a complete dossier on every detail of my former self. I also felt belittled at having to give away so many personal details, but I knew the sergeant was reasonably assured of my true profile. It was thorough, and if I had been lying, he would have found out — through my behaviour, inconsistencies, or his rigorous cross-examination.

Finally, he asked, “What are your two favourite books and films?”

The sergeant dismissed me, and I reported back that I had finished my interview at the BSLE. I could only hope he thought I was a suitable candidate. The decision was out of my hands now. If the administrators were not happy with my profile, I would be leaving the following day after lunch. If they were content with my story, I would be accepted into the Legion.

Those who had completed the three tests and interview successfully were elevated to red (rouge) status. This meant they had been selected and were due to depart for basic training within one week. I knew that if my name was not called out after lunch the following day, then I was as good as selected.

I lay in silent desperation to begin intensive training, as opposed to being rejected.

I spent the next few days happily working in the kitchens, scrubbing pots, pans, and floors, until Friday came and my new Legion name, Mackenzie, was called out. I would turn rouge. I was ecstatic. I was grateful for the chance of becoming a soldier — and what’s more, a Legionnaire.

On Friday after dinner, about fifteen new recruits were selected to undergo basic training.

The first task was to shave our heads. Les rouges were allocated a room off the administrative corridor. A corporal gave us a set of clippers. I had never been a skinhead before and did not admire my reflection; I felt my head was irregularly shaped. I had a suspicion I had been dropped frequently as an infant. When we left the room, the volunteers in the yard suddenly looked uncouth, and my proud new group instinctively coalesced around our common lack of hair.

When you turn rouge, there are no more work assignments, and I spent my time in the yard trying to learn a few French phrases. There had been no French volunteers selected this time, and the South Americans did their best to teach the rest of us to count in Spanish and Portuguese. I was told counting in French was the most important and put it at the top of my list. They swore it was practically the same as French. English was the common language at this stage, although we were warned by sergeants never to speak it. Anyone caught would face consequences — which were never inflicted, due to our sneaky whispers.

I enjoyed the company of the Latinos. They were unhurried and happy to help me learn their languages. My fears of appearing effeminate during my attempts at speaking French were quickly dispelled amongst the linguistically capable recruits. The Brazilians and Portuguese also swore their counting was practically the same as French, since both languages were derived from Latin. I had little choice but to believe them.

A Brazilian was the plumpest volunteer selected amongst our group. He was droll and good-natured. He taught me to count to twenty in Portuguese. He kept company with the other Latinos from Bolivia, Argentina, Peru, and Colombia.

I was surprised to learn the Aussie had successfully made his way through the selection process. He was determined not to speak English again and kept as far away from me as possible so I would not distract him from his goal. I found it thrilling to hear the multifarious languages spoken amongst our little group, and I rapidly learned how to curse in five different languages in a very short time — surely a great icebreaker when meeting foreigners. Like the Aussie, I strove to better myself. I was determined to learn to curse in another five languages and, who knows, maybe learn to say hello as well.

The Aussie decided he was going to waste no time and make the most of his five years. His plan was to leave with a grasp of French, Russian, Spanish, and lastly the German his father had neglected to teach him. From the time he rose until bedtime, he hassled other recruits for phrases and help with pronunciation. I had to admire his perseverance. He was making considerable progress and was determined to speak comprehensible Russian by the time he completed basic training.

We all looked forward to Monday morning, when we would collect our military kit from the warehouses. Weekends were quiet. The monotony of Sunday was alleviated in the evening when a film was projected onto a bare wall in a large communal room. The movie was in French. I tried to follow the plot but could not understand a thing. Even so, I began to grasp the pronunciation of several basic words through repetition. I knew a few simple orders: “Brush the floor. Mop the floor. Hurry up. Shut up. Be quiet. Goodnight.”

Each night, after the corporal ordered the lights turned off in the dormitories, he would scream, “Bonne nuit!” Our response was, “Bonne nuit, caporal,” in unison.

The other recruits warned me often that I would be in trouble if I didn’t learn French quickly. I decided to take a leaf from the Aussie’s book and not speak to him either, which left me in the company of the Latinos. Their English was elemental, yet a handful managed to understand my strong brogue and didn’t mind me sitting beside them, listening. At times, I tried to repeat what they said, and my efforts were met with outbursts of laughter.

On Monday morning, my group marched proudly in single file towards the warehouse. A bearded chief corporal shouted at us to keep still and make no noise. The Legionnaires who worked there measured our heads, shoulders, chests, legs, arms, crotch, and feet. We were given a little slip of paper that we were compelled to guard with our lives. They did not want the hassle of measuring anyone twice because a recruit had lost his slip.

Each rouge was given two canvas sacks plus a standard-issue rucksack to use during basic training. The three bags were filled with boots, berets, towels, coats, overalls, shirts, trousers, belts, buckles, laces, T-shirts, shorts, vests, briefs, polish, brushes, fatigues, and many pairs of socks.

The two canvas sacks were rudimentary, with a simple clip at the opening. This enabled a Legionnaire to fill one with sand and use it as a punchbag, since the canvas was so durable. It was a clever design I would appreciate later.

We filled our sacks. I slung the rucksack over my shoulders, picked
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