
Legion of Hell 

"T/iG White Kepi," by Walter 
Kfinilz (Henry Regnery. 364 pp. $5), 
is a casual history of the French For
eign Legion. Here it is reviewed by 
Gcofjrcy Bocca, a British writer who 
recently spent several months with 
the Legion in Algeria. 

V>v Geoffrey Bocca 

THE French Foreign Legion, the 
army of brilliant last stands, may 

now be fighting its last stand of all. 
Indochina has gone. Morocco and 
Tunisia have gone. In Algeria 200,-
000 French troops including 30,000 
Legionnaires are trying unsuccessfully 
to suppi-ess about 15,000 terrorists. 
"Where France fights the Legion 
fights." But if Algeria goes where can 
the Legion go? 

A history of the Legion is due while 
it is still with us, but it is not an 
easy thing to write. Hard as it is to 
imagine such an organization as the 
Foreign Legion in the modern world 
it is even harder to imagine a world 
without it. Liberals and the Roman 
Catholic Church alike detest the prin
ciple of an army of mercenaries, but 
the romantic continues to be drawn 
to it. This may be because the Legion, 
despite its harshness, has never com
promised with its basic principle. It 
remains today the last great refuge 
for the misfits of the world, the last 
fling before suicide, the last chance of 
redemption before prison. 

For 126 years the Legion has mixed 
the unmixable and it is still doing 
so. In Algeiis v>cently this reviewer 
me' 'wo cnrr,or:.:s, former S.S. men, 
.servinc in pt'in'tf harmony under a 
,Icv.i.--'i serge-'ii;. Only one quality 
makes this mixing possible and thnt 
is esprit. The Legion is the finest de
fensive fighting force in the world. 
It cannot win lightning wars the way 
the U.S. Marines can. That is not its 
role. It is trained for s!o\vnes.=. The 
Legion march is a funereal si.xty-eight 
long paces to the minute, and the 
Legion trains a man to stick to it. 
Too often his job is to entrench and 
defend a position which cannot hu
manly be held, hoping not so much 
for military relief as for some political 
solution to be worked out in Paris 

before he and his comrades are anni
hilated. 

From the Battle of Camerone in 
1863, when sixty-five Legionnaires 
fought to the end against 2,000 Mex
ican troops, to Dien Bien Phu in 1954 
the tradition of the Legion has always 
been one of absolute sacrifice with 
"Honor and Fidelity." 

Why do they do it? Why do for
eigners fight so magnificently for a 
country in which few have any in
terest, a country which some actively 
hate? Walter Kanitz, an Austrian ex-
Legionnaire now living in Canada, 
offers several sound answers to this 
fundamental question in his book 
"The White Kepi," but he does not 
give enough credit to the French gen
ius in handling mercenaries. 

Mr. Kanitz's Legion background is 
an advantage in one way and a dis
advantage in another. Legionnaires 
can enlist under any name and na
tionality they wish, and they live in 
a vacuum world part fact and part 
fiction. This makes them notoriously 
unreliable about facts. The Legion is 
the army of tall stories, and the un 
wary visitor might come away be
lieving that every Legionnaire he has 
met is a former marquis, doctor, or 
general. The Legion even has a word 
for it—la cravate. A Legionnaire, for 
example, might say, "I remember one 
day in civilian life. My butler came 
in and said, 'Excuse me, Yotu- Imperial 
Highness but . . . ' ." 

"Cravate! Cravate!" the others will 
shout and the offender will be award
ed the prize, an enormous bow-tie. 

Mr. Kanitz deserves not so much a 
tie as a leash. One recognizes with 
delight the Legionnaire's panache in 
his foreword which claims "If [this 
book] is not the complete truth then 
I can only say in all modesty that it 
is as close to the truth as a.nyone will 
ever come," after which he manages 
to squeeze four thumping inaccura
cies even into his brief account of the 
Battle of Camerone. 

"The White Kepi" is an anti-Legion 
book. The subheadings, such as "Pun
ishment," "Homosexuality," "Alco
hol," "Deserters," etc., indicate its 
temper. Mr. Kanitz's best source is 
his own memory, and his understand
ing of Legion character is acute. For 
the rest he relies too heavily on the 
type of "Legion-of-Hell" memoirs so 
popular in British six-penny editions 
before the war. His bibliogi-aphy omits 
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two of the most important pro-Legion 
books written since the war, namely 
the French "Legionnaire," by Colonel 
Jacques Weygand (1951), and the 
really excellent work called "Nothing 
to Lose," by a British Legionnaire, 
Colin John, published last year. Mr. 
Kanitz calls his book a "casual" his
tory, but a better word would be 
"careless." 

WORKING PEER: Tlie Right Honorable 
John Raymond Godley, Third Baron 
Kilbiacken of Killegar, in the county 
of Letrim (Ireland), in the peerage of 
the United Kingdom, need only stay 
alive and unconvicted of felony if he 
wants to keep his title for the rest 
of his life. But to keep the ancestral 
Godley estate, with its Georgian man
sion and hundreds of acres of pasture 
and woodland, he must somehow 
meet an annual operating deficit of 
several hundred pounds. He has been 
doing this recently as a writer and 
lecturer, and his book "Living Like a 
Lord" (Houghton Mifflin, $3.50) cer
tainly ought to help. 

This amusing collection of auto
biographical sketches shows that even 
the life of a twentieth-century peer 
can be adventurous. Kilbi-acken has 
been an illegal student-bookie at Eton 
and a wartime pilot in the Fleet Air 
Arm of one of the last biplanes ever 
to be flown operationally in a war; 
he has driven 17,000 miles overland 
from the Netherlands to Calcutta and 
he has tasted the pomp of his title by 
taking his seat in the House of Lords 
and participating in Queen Elizabeth's 
coronation. But his wildest adventure 
seems to have been an encounter with 
the American film director John 
Huston, who while making "Moby 
Dick" in Ireland tantalized the author 
for months with the prospect of play
ing Ishmael to Gregory Peck's Ahab. 
In his cool and clinical appraisal of 
how Huston deals with friends and 
employes Kilbracken buries his t rue 
feelings about the Great Man. There 
is, as a matter of fact, an air of d e 
tached wonder and pleasant modesty 
in all of his accounts of the weird 
things a lord finds himself doing these 
days. —THOMAS E . COONEY. 

TWO ON A BUM: In 1927, a vintage year 
for memorabilia, two Stanford under 
graduates named Reese Wolfe and 
John Kenney undertook to bum their 
way around the world. They got no 
further than Spain—where they b e 
came involved in a speculative mining 
venture which Mr. Wolfe describes in 
a wonderfully effervescent memoir 
entitled "Where the Credit's Low, 
Order Champagne" (Lippincott, $3). 
The title stems from one of the many 
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