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THE FRENCH
FOREIGN LEGION
Founded by the last King of France, the
Foreign Legion has seen action all over the
world, in adventures both great and obscure

SIEGE OF
TUYÊN QUANG

During the Sino-French
War in Vietnam,
630 Legionnaires
successfully defended
the small fortress of
Tuyên Quang against
a Chinese army of
12,000 men, resulting
in one of the Legion’s
most legendary
Above: The Siege of Tuyên Quang depicted in
victories to date.
‘Défense héroïque de Tuyen-quan’ in 1885

1884-85
MARCH 1831
Louis Philippe
initially organised
the Legion into one
regiment in 1831
but added another
a decade later

1841-54

30 APRIL 1863
In 1844 Louis Philippe
awarded the Legion
its own standard after
a heroic charge at
M’chouneche under
the duc d’Aumale

BY ROYAL APPOINTMENT

The Legion was formed in 1831
when King Louis Philippe of
France created a new military unit
composed of foreign volunteers.
The government guaranteed
anonymity and a new identity
for all recruits. This condition
of service became one of the
Legion’s oldest traditions.
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PACIFYING ALGERIA

The Legion’s long association with
Algeria arose from taking part in its
conquest during the 19th century.
It moved to the outpost of Sidi Bel
Abbès in 1843, which remained its
headquarters until 1962.

THE LEGEND
OF CAMARÓN

In this battle, 62
Legionnaires and 3
officers fought nearly
2,000 Mexican soldiers
near the village of
Camarón. Nearly all of
the Legionnaires were
killed. The remaining
five launched a suicidal
bayonet charge and the
survivors were spared by
the Mexicans.
Right: Camarón became
the embodiment of the
Legion’s courage and
determination to fight to
the death

THE FRENCH FOREIGN LEGION
An honour guard from 6th
Battalion await the arrival of Lt Gen
Khalid Bin Sultan Bin Abdul Aziz

Lieutenant Colonel Rollet holds
a Foreign Legion flag decorated
with the Legion of Honour and
six military crosses during
World War I

MODERN
OPERATIONS

THE LEGION IN
THE GREAT WAR

The Foreign Legion has
remained a highly active
force seeing action in many
war zones including the Gulf
War, Bosnia, Rwanda, Kosovo,
Afghanistan and most recently
in Mali between 2013-14.

During World War I,
despite being perceived
as an Africa-based army,
the Legion mainly fought
on the Western Front,
including Verdun. It also
served at Gallipoli and in
the Balkans and Russia.

1914

2014
1940

1954
In the trenches:
the Viet Minh
shelling the
Legion from
distant hills

The Free French 13th
Demi-Brigade of the Legion
distinguished itself in North Africa
particularly at Bir Hakeim in 1942

During World War II the
Legion’s loyalties were
divided after the fall of
France. Elements of the
Legion joined the Free
French forces, while others
joined the Vichy regime.

DISASTER IN
VIETNAM

The Legion lost over 10,000
men during the First Indochina
War including at the Battle
of Dien Bien Phu. Here many
Legionnaires fought a dogged
but disastrous fight against
the Viet Minh.
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SPLIT
ALLEGIANCES
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THE LEGION AROUND
THE GLOBE
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From its earliest inception to the modern incarnation,
the Legion has been involved in conflicts across the world

BATTLE OF BIR HAKEIM
LIBYA, 26 MAY - 11 JUNE 1942

BATTLE OF TERAPEGUI

1

Date: 26 April 1836 Location: Spain
A battle during Spain’s Carlist War, which
saw a group known as the Constitutionalists
(aided by the Legion) defeat the Carlists.

Taking place during the Battle of Gazala in World War II, the siege
at the Libyan oasis of Bir Hakeim saw the Legion holding off a
much larger Axis force. The Legionnaires held out for so long that
Rommel was later forced to abandon his plans to invade Malta.
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BATTLE OF HUESCA

Date: 24 May 1837 Location: Spain
This severely damaged the Legion, as its
forces were almost halved, though its liberal
Spanish allies were eventually victorious.

The battle strengthened the Legion’s reputation
for resilience, with Winston Churchill nicknaming
them the ‘Fighting French’

BATTLE OF MAGENTA

Date: 4 June 1859 Location: Italy
Ending in a French-Sardinian victory, this formed
part of the Second Italian War for Independence.

SIEGE OF MEDIOUNA

Date: 10 June 1925 Location: Morocco
One of the many skirmishes fought during
the Rif War in Morocco, this siege was a
significant defeat for the Legion.

BATTLE OF SOLFERINO
24 JUNE 1859
2

1

OPERATION JUMELLES

Date: July 1959 – March 1960 Location: Algeria
One of the many battles fought between the
French Army and the FLN (Algerian National
Liberation Front) during the Algerian War.

The French Foreign Legion was part of the allied FrenchSardinian war effort against the Austrian forces of Emperor
Franz Joseph I. Their hardy fighting tactics led to a decisive
victory for the Allies.
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BATTLE OF MAISON CARRÉE

Date: 27 April 1832 Location: Algeria
A battle fought between the Legion and the
Algerian El Ouiffa tribe, the conflict would
culminate in a decisive French victory.

As was common in this
era of French military
campaigns, the Legion
fought alongside the
regular soldiers of the
French Army

OPERATION UNICORN

Date: 2004-2015 Location: Ivory Coast
A peacekeeping initiative by the French
Armed Forces to restore peace during
the ongoing violence in the Ivory Coast.
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BATTLE OF INKERMAN

SECOND
FRANCO-DAHOMEAN WAR

Date: 4 July 1892 - 15 January
1894 Location: Benin
A long-running conflict of small
battles and skirmishes
between France and the Kingdom
of Dahomey (modern Benin)

5 NOVEMBER 1854

One of the bloodiest encounters of the Crimean War
saw the allied forces of Britain, France and the Ottoman
Empire crush those of Imperial Russia. This led to the
Siege of Sevastopol and the end of the conflict.

4

BATTLE OF DIEN BIEN PHU

13 MARCH - 7 MAY 1954

MANDINGO WARS

Date: 1883-1898
Location: West Africa
A series of three conflicts
fought between
France and the Wassoulou
Empire that would
see France and the Legion
rise victorious.

A disaster for the French military efforts in Indonesia, the French
would have been crushed completely were it not for the Legion relief
effort that parachuted in to save them from the Viet Minh army.
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5

BATTLE OF THE ALMA

After the Battle of the Alma,
the Legion was distributed
across the Crimea and took
part in everything from
offensive manoeuvres
to reconstruction

20 SEPTEMBER 1854

Considered to be the first battle of the Crimean War, this
encounter saw French, British and Ottoman forces clash with
Russia. The Legion represented a significant part of the French
forces and helped repel the Russian army.

“THE LEGION REPRESENTED A SIGNIFICANT
PART OF THE FRENCH FORCES AND HELPED
REPEL THE RUSSIAN ARMY”
BATTLES OF NARVIK
9 APRIL - 8 JUNE 1940
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5
FIRST BATTLE OF KRITHIA

Date: 28 April 1915 Location: Turkey
The opening attempt to advance in the Battle
of Gallipoli against the forces of the Ottoman
Empire, which ended in defeat for the Allies.

OPERATION BALISTE

Date: July 2006 Location: Lebanon
During the 2006 Lebanon War, this
mission was used to rescue European
Union citizens caught in the conflict.

4
KEELUNG CAMPAIGN

BATTLE OF KOLWEZI

Date: August 1884 – March 1885
Location: Taiwan
Culminating in a tactical stalemate, this
was another battle in the conflict between
France and China for control of Taiwan.

Date: 18 May – 22 May 1978
Location: Zaire (Democratic Republic of the Congo)
When the Front for the National Liberation of the
Congo attempted to take over French-controlled
Zaire, the Legion successfully stopped the rebels.

Operation Serval was
named after a type of
wild cat usually found in
sub-Saharan Africa

BATTLE OF YU OC

Date: 19 November 1884
Location: Vietnam
Fought during the French-Sino War,
this clash saw the Legion successfully
relieve French forces under siege.
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OPERATION SERVAL

11 JANUARY 2013–15 JULY 2014

Operation Serval saw a coalition between the Malian
army, the French military and the Foreign Legion to drive
out Islamic militants from the north of the country. The
Legion was joined by the French Navy and the Air Force
and led to a definitive allied victory.

© FreeVectorMaps.com
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The Legion was sent by high command to relieve Norwegian forces
against invasion by Nazi Germany during World War II. They helped
hold back the German army but the Germans would ultimately
retain control of Norway.

At Narvik, the Germans significantly
outnumbered the Norwegians – even the
arrival of Legion forces was not enough
to overpower the Wehrmacht

17

Frontline

WEAPONS & EQUIPMENT
The Foreign Legion has consistently been
one of the most well-equipped forces in the world,
with an innovative arsenal both past and present

S

ince its inception, the Foreign Legion
has always been stocked with plentiful
supplies of the latest military hardware,
combining innovation with efficiency,
functionality and technological advances. In
185 years, it has gone from using breechloading rifles and petrol-lamp telegraphs to antitank missiles, armoured amphibious vehicles
and high-speed troop carriers that can even
take on helicopters.

BAYONET

Each Chassepôt was issued with
a yataghan-style short-sword
bayonet. They were loved by
the Legionnaires and feared
by opponents, but they were of
limited use against breech-loading
weapons and artillery.

FUSIL MLE 1866 ‘CHASSEPÔT’

The Chassepôt was a breech-loading rifle that was designed
to replace the obsolete muzzle-loading rifle. For Legionnaires,
abandoning your rifle on the battlefield was a grave offence.
The Chassepôt was used during the Franco-Prussian War, the
first time the Legion fought on native French soil.

LENGTH: 1,305MM
WEIGHT: 4.6KG
BARREL: 795MM
CARTRIDGE: 11MM ROUND
IN SERVICE: 1866-74

BREECH

The key innovation of the rifle was a rubber ring
located inside the breech. Although it was fragile,
the ring was the best way to seal the loading
chamber and prevent gasses escaping. This enabled
the Chassepôt to be easier to fire and safer to use
than other contemporary rifles.

“FOR LEGIONNAIRES,
ABANDONING
YOUR RIFLE ON THE
BATTLEFIELD WAS A
GRAVE OFFENCE”
CARTRIDGE

Each Legionnaire was issued
with 83 rounds of ammunition.
The cartridge was an 11mm
conical lead round wrapped in
greased paper. Unlike earlier
weapons, the Chassepôt’s
paper wrapping did not need
to be bitten open to remove its
contents for firing. The round,
made of lead and paper, was
also cheaper than other purely
metallic cartridges.

18

© Alamy

FRENCH FOREIGN LEGION

PEUGEOT P4

The P4 is a light, armoured 4x4 vehicle that entered
service in 1982 and was used by the Legion until
around 2015. It has an operational range of 600
kilometres and can be fitted with various adapters for
mounting machine guns and other weapons. Some have
been fitted with MILAN anti-tank missiles. It is also capable
of towing artillery pieces.

The P4
was jointly
designed by
Peugeot and
Mercedes and was
initially commissioned to
replace 10,000 Jeeps in
the French Army

MILAN ANTI-TANK
WEAPON

The MILAN was
co-designed by the
French and German
armies and is in
service in 41 countries

The MILAN (Missile Léger
Antichar NATO) is an antitank light guided missile. It
has been used by the Foreign
Legion since the mid-1970s
and is operated by two crew
members: a gunner, who
carries the firing post; and
a loader, who carries two
missiles. The missiles have a
range of up to 2,000 metres
and can travel at speeds of 75
metres per second.

The optical telegraph discouraged enemy units by
visibly demonstrating that Legion battalions could
constantly communicate with each other

OPTICAL TELEGRAPH

When the Legion was campaigning in Africa and Asia between
1880-1914 the most common means of communication
between French battalions in the field was the ‘optical telegraph’.
This was a system of boxed petrol lamps that had powerful
lenses and large telescopes. Morse signals could be flashed and
seen for many miles, with chain relay stations sending quick
messages over hundreds of miles. They were even favoured over
wire telegraphs as there were no wires for enemy soldiers to cut.
The ERC-90 is fully amphibious, without
the need for preparation

VBCI (VÉHICULE DE COMBAT D’INFANTERIE)

The VBCI is an 8x8 infantry combat
armoured vehicle. It is one of the most
recent additions to the Legion’s armoury,
having entered service in 2015. With an
operational range of
750 kilometres and

a top speed of 100 kilometres per hour,
it is designed to transport soldiers across
various terrains at high velocity. It can carry
nine troops and is fitted with a 7.62mm
machine gun and a 25-millimetre cannon
that can engage low-flying helicopters.
Before entering service with the Foreign Legion,
the VBCI had already been deployed by the
French Army in Lebanon, Afghanistan and Mali

PANHARD ERC-90 F4 SAGAIE

The ERC-90 (Engin de Reconnaissance Cannon) is a sixwheeled armoured, all-terrain, fully amphibious vehicle.
Armed with a 90 millimetre cannon, it has been used by
the Legion since the 1980s. Although its armour can only
protect its crew from small-arms fire, the ERC-90’s light
weight enables it to travel at speeds of up to 90 kilometres
per hour and at a range of 700 kilometres.

“THE ERC-90’S LIGHT
WEIGHT ENABLES IT TO
TRAVEL UP TO
90 KILOMETRES
PER HOUR”
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HEROES OF THE LEGION

Hailing from nations across the world, these men
found both glory and brotherhood in the ranks

JEAN DANJOU

YEARS ACTIVE: 1849-1863
NATIONALITY: FRENCH
Born in Chalabre, France in 1828, Jean Danjou
would go on to enrol at École Spéciale Militaire
de Saint-Cyr, the foremost military training
academy in France. After graduating as a
2nd lieutenant at the age of 20, Danjou was
assigned to the 51st Regiment of the Line and
began his military career proper.
After serving for four years, Danjou was
transferred to the 2nd Foreign Regiment and
was shipped out to assist French colonisation
efforts in Algeria. In 1953, he was part of a
mapping team sent to determine the layout of
the mountainous setting. The area had resisted
French invasion and the Legion faced combat at
every turn. While in the middle of a skirmish, his
firearm misfired causing it to explode, destroying
his left hand.
Left: Despite his premature
death, Faber remains one of
the Tour De France’s most
celebrated icons

Rather than ending his career, Danjou’s
dedication to the Legion and his brother
legionnaires saw him adopt a wooden hand and
continued to serve in the field. On 24 December
1853, he was promoted to 1st Lieutenant.
He would go on to serve in the Crimean War
against Russia and fight in the bloody Siege of
Sevastopol in 1854. He was promoted to the
rank of Captain in June 1855 while the battle
was still raging. Danjou’s steadfast fighting spirit
would see him take part in the Austro-Sardinian
War in 1859 where he served in the Battles of
Magenta and Solferino.
After spending the following years in Morocco,
Danjou would follow his fellow legionnaires to
Mexico and it would be here that his exploits
would become legend. As the leader of 62
soldiers, Danjou would die defending a ruined
hacienda against 3,000 Mexican soldiers at
Camarón. His wooden hand became the Legion’s
most revered totem and his actions earned him
immortality in the annals of the its history.

COUNT AAGE OF ROSENBORG
YEARS ACTIVE: 1922-1940
NATIONALITY: DANISH

The eldest son of Prince Valdemar of Denmark,
Aage Christian Alexander Robert was a
charismatic royal from the House of Glücksburg.
He joined the Danish Army in 1909 and fought in
World War I, reaching the rank of Captain on his
return to Denmark.
After choosing to marry without his
father’s permission, Aage soon renounced
his title of Prince and formally removed
himself from the line of succession.
In an unusual move, Prince
Valdemar agreed to allow his son to
leave the Danish Army to join the
French Foreign Legion, and after long
negotiations between the Danish and
French governments he entered the

Danjou’s legacy would see
his wooden hand paraded
every year on the 30 April to
celebrate Camerone Day

Legion and retained his rank
of Captain.
He was almost immediately
shipped off to Morocco
where he fought in the Rif
War (a territorial campaign
between the Berbers and
Spain/France). While there,
Aage was shot in the leg and
received the Croix de Guerre
medal. He would serve a total
of 17 years with the
Legion, attaining
the rank of
lieutenant colonel
and the Légion
d’honneur.
Aage died in 1940, not in
combat, but from a case of
pleurisy (an inflammation in
the lining of the lungs)

FRANÇOIS FABER

YEARS ACTIVE: 1914-1915 NATIONALITY: LUXEMBOURGIAN

Before joining the Legion at the outbreak of WWI, François Faber had made his name
as one of the best riders in professional and competitive cycling. Born in France, but
raised in Luxembourg, he became the first non-Frenchman to win the famous Tour De
France competition in 1909.
Unable to join the French Army, Faber enlisted in the French Foreign Legion in
1914 and was assigned to the 2nd Régiment de Marche of the 1st FFL, based out
of Bayonne in the south-west of France. By the end of 1914, he had already been
promoted to the rank of corporal and on 9 May 1915 (the first day of the Battle of
Artois), received a telegram informing him that his wife had given birth to a baby
daughter. He was shot dead while carrying a fellow injured legionnaire to safety the
very same day.
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ERNST JÜNGER

Pictured here
in his German
military dress,
Jünger is still
noted as a famous
yet brief addition
to the history of
the Legion

YEARS ACTIVE: 1913-1914
NATIONALITY: GERMAN

Despite being one of the Foreign Legion’s most
famous recruits – his later novels are still hailed
as some of the best war fiction ever written –
German born Ernst Jünger only spent around
two months as a legionnaire. Having run away
from home in November 1913, the young Jünger
made a beeline for the French Foreign Legion
recruitment office in Verdun and was signed up for
a minimum of five years service.
He was shipped off to an FFL training camp in
Sidi Bel Abbès, Algeria, but almost immediately
went AWOL and crossed the border into Morocco.
The Legion soon caught up to him and he was
returned to camp, but the issue didn’t end there.
It turned out Jünger was a minor so his release
from the Legion was eventually negotiated by the
German government. He would go on to serve in
the German military during World War I but would
reject the advances of the Reich at the outbreak
of the next global conflict.

Born in New York in 1888, Alan Seeger grew up with a
fascination for creative writing and poetry and would
eventually go on to study at Harvard University. With his
classmates including future literary stars such as TS
Eliot and Walter Lippmann, Seeger would next move to
Paris, settling in the Latin Quarter as his search for poetic
inspiration grew.
When WWI broke out, Seeger was compelled to serve –
however, since the United States didn’t enter the war until
1917, he chose to join the Legion instead. After a mere two
years serving, he became a casualty during the Battle of the
Somme. While fighting at the French commune of Belloyen-Santerre, Seeger was cut down by machine gun fire.
According to records, he cheered on his fellow Legionnaires
even after being hit before succumbing his wounds.
Many of Seeger’s poems were published
posthumously, and a number of them shared the
theme of dying young and gloriously

Pierre Joseph Auguste Messmer joined the
French Foreign Legion in 1939 following the
Battle of France. Refusing to accept his nation’s
capitulation to the Third Reich, he fled to London
and was assigned to the Legion’s 13th DemiBrigade. So began an illustrious career that
would place him in combat in Eritrea, Libya, Syria
and Egypt (including fighting in the Battle of Bir
Hakeim, the Tunisia Campaign and the Battle

of El Alamein). He would then fight during the
Normandy Landings in 1944 and the Liberation
of Paris.
Following his time in the Legion, Messmer’s
career would start a new chapter in politics
and it would be there that he’d make
his most significant contribution
to France. Identifying as a
‘Gaullist’ (a form of patriotic
French politics), Messmer
would go on to serve as
Minister of Armies from
1960 to 1969, then as Prime
Minister from 1972 to 1974.

Born into a family with established military
history, Murray was destined to serve in the
armed forces one way or another. At the
age of 20, he joined the Legion and began a
five-year-long career that would see him join
the 2nd Foreign Parachute Regiment. While
serving as a Legionnaire, he was sent to North
Africa to fight in the Algerian War – a conflict
that would eventually lead to Algeria gaining
independence from France.
After serving his minimum five year
contract, he turned down the opportunity to
attend officer school and chose to pursue a
career elsewhere. He moved to Hong Kong
where he successfully started investment
companies, project advisory firms and the
telecommunications company Orange (which
he eventually sold for $33 billion). He also
became the oldest man to reach the South
Pole unsupported at the age of 63.
Messmer’s Gaullist
leanings would be
tempered by his
time spent in
the military
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YEARS ACTIVE: 1914-1916
NATIONALITY: AMERICAN

YEARS ACTIVE: 1939-1945
NATIONALITY: FRENCH

YEARS ACTIVE: 1960-1965
NATIONALITY: BRITISH

Murray would
go on to recount
his experiences
fighting in the
Algerian War
with his book
‘Legionnaire’

“SEEGER WAS CUT DOWN BY MACHINE GUN FIRE. ACCORDING
TO RECORDS, HE CHEERED ON HIS FELLOW LEGIONNAIRES EVEN
AFTER BEING HIT BEFORE SUCCUMBING HIS WOUNDS”
ALAN SEEGER

PIERRE MESSMER

SIMON MURRAY
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During the ill-fated French intervention of
1861-67, the Legion’s elite faced off against
a substantial Mexican army

AN ARMY OF MERCENARIES

Unlike almost any other military fighting
force in the world, the French Foreign
Legion is comprised almost entirely of
non-French citizens (although French
citizens could enrol, but only as officers).
Recruits could be from any other country,
religion or background – and even criminals and ex-convicts
were known to join in order to escape the sins of an old life.
Such requirements are a little stricter now, but the same
principles of enlistment still apply. This includes having to travel
to France to join at one of the recruitment centres in person and
signing up for a minimum of five years service.
Above: Members of the FFL
from Senegal, Equatorial
Africa and Madagascar

LEGIONNAIRE

LOYALTY: FRANCE YEARS IN OPERATION: 1831-PRESENT

MELEEDRAW
SKILLS

When it came to wielding a blade, the
French Foreign legionnaire was no stranger.
Most carried a bayonet on the end of their
rifle, while officers often carried ceremonial
swords. Pioneers (or ‘sappers’) also carried
axes to clear away enemy obstacles.

Unlike the regular French Army (which had
plenty of cavalry units), the French Foreign
Legion was missing a cavalry unit between
1815 and 1921. As such, legionnaires often
went to battle without mounted units to
counter enemy cavalry.

MARKSMANSHIP
✯

EXPERIENCE
✯

Legionnaires were expert marksman, trained
to fire in a variety of harsh environments,
both in formation and on-the-fly. That skill
extended not just to the use of ranged and
short arms, but siege cannons and other
artillery too.

Not only has the Legion welcomed soldiers
from 140 different countries, it’s been sent to
war zones across the world. It specialises in
working out of hot, dusty and uncomfortable
environments, such as Mexico, Africa and
several Mediterranean countries.

MORALE
✯

TOTAL

The legionnaires prided themselves on being
expendable. They were sent to the fiercest
battle zones and expected to die, paving the
way for the regular French Army. These troops
would often fight to the last man, giving their
grit an almost mystical property.

22

FLEXIBILITY
✯

✯

✯ ✯

Illustrations: Jean-Michel Girard / The Art Agency
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A NATION AT WAR

Above: Some losses,
such as that suffered
by Mexico at the
Battle of Monterrey,
galvanised the nation
into using more
aggressive tactics

Mexico might be free of military campaigns in
the modern age, but back in the 1800s the nation
found itself battling to survive against enemies on
multiple fronts. After fighting for independence from
Spain at the turn of the century, Mexico then found itself
battling a French Intervention with the Pastry War (183839), then with the United States in the Mexican-American
War (1846-48). Had Spain, the US and Britain remained
on the offensive alongside France, Mexico may have been
squashed, but with superior numbers on their side, the
Mexican Army would eventually drive Napoleon III’s forces
out of the country.

“THE MEXICAN ARMY USED ARMS LEFT OVER
FROM THE SPANISH OCCUPATION AND THOSE
BOUGHT FROM THE BRITISH”
MEXICAN REGULAR

LOYALTY: MEXICO YEARS IN OPERATION: 1810-PRESENT

MELEEDRAWSKILLS

FLEXIBILITY
✯

Mexican soldiers often fought with United
States-style sabres and more traditional
short swords (which had shorter, broader
blades). They also fought with bayonets
at close quarters.

The Mexican army had a significant
cavalry presence, so the traditional
ranchero or charro would been skilled in
both riding a horse in battle and firing a
rifle while on horseback.

MARKSMANSHIP
✯

EXPERIENCE
✯

The Mexican army used arms left over
from the Spanish occupation and those
bought from the British – however, light
infantry often used smaller and less
effective rifles requiring a closer range.

The Mexican regular was no stranger to
conflict, having fought for independence
at the beginning of the century and in
the first French Intervention, otherwise
known as the Pastry War, in Mexico.

MORALE
✯

TOTAL

The Mexican regular would have been
a seasoned fighter, but the FFL soldier
would have been like a force of nature
with their almost ‘demonic’ refusal to
give quarter or offer surrender.

✯
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30 APRIL 1863

BATTLE OF CAMARÓN
The legacy and
mystique of the French
Foreign Legion is forged
when a small contingent
of legionnaires refused
to surrender to the
Mexican army

D

uring the French Intervention in Mexico –
where Napoleon III’s France invaded the
South American state due to suspended
interest payments – a convoy consisting of 3
million francs in gold bullion, a set of siege guns
and sixty wagons of ammunition was sent to
reinforce the French war effort. Two companies
of fusiliers were ordered to accompany it, while
the 3rd Company of the 1st Battalion of the
Foreign Legion was sent to scout the road ahead
for Mexican ambushes.
On the 30 April 1863, that company, led by
adjutant major of the 1st Battalion, Captain
Jean Danjou, was two hours ahead of the main
force when Indian spies brought word of Mexican
cavalry waiting in the wings…

“REALISING THAT HIS FORCES
WILL LIKELY NOT SURVIVE THE
COMING OFFENSIVE, DANJOU
GETS EVERY SINGLE ONE OF HIS
MEN TO SWEAR ALLEGIANCE ON
HIS WOODEN HAND”

1. THE MEXICAN AMBUSH BEGINS

Two hours ahead of a large convoy of French guns,
ammunition and bullion, French legionnaires of 3rd
Company, 1st Battalion are scouting the route ahead.
While breaking for coffee at 8.00am, Captain Jean Danjou
is informed of an impending Mexican cavalry attack and
orders his men to return fire on the 250 riders.

2. CAPTURE AND RETREAT

The legionnaire force, numbering 62 men and three
officers, is being overrun by 250 Mexican cavalry and
hundreds more infantry. Realising his men will be cut
down in the open, Danjou orders them to retreat to the
square hacienda sighted at an earlier point in their march.
They form into a ‘hollow square’ to cover their retreating
brothers, but 16 are captured.

Despite expecting a full on assault, the Mexicans approach
the legionnaires under a white flag and explain that they’ll
be wiped out if they don’t offer their surrender. Danjou
refuses to accept defeat and tells the Mexican emissary he
and his men have enough ammunition to hold them off.

7. DANJOU FALLS AS THE
MEXICANS CHARGE

The Mexican force, now swollen to 3,000 men following
the arrival of more reinforcements, charges the hacienda
with full force on the east and south sides. The legionnaires
manage to hold off the charge, but they lose many men,
including Danjou himself. Rattled, the legionnaires refuse
to give in.

3. MEXICAN SNIPERS AT
THE HACIENDA

8. NO SURRENDER

4. CAMARÓN IS SURROUNDED

9. THE LEGIONNAIRES DROP
LIKE FLIES

5. SWEARING ALLEGIANCE ON
DANJOU’S HAND

10. FINAL CHARGE AND CEASE-FIRE

With the convoy now returning to safety following news
of the attack on the scout party, Danjou leads his men to
the hacienda but finds a nest of Mexican snipers picking
his men off. They eventually drive the snipers out and take
refuge within the walls of the abandoned and partially
ruined fort.

By this stage, Danjou intends to keep the bulk of the
Mexican attention on him and his small contingent of
legionnaires (and away from the convoy). He positions
his men around the hacienda, and with the cover of the
crumbling walls his men are able to inflict considerable
damage on the Mexican forces.

Realising that his forces will likely not survive the coming
offensive, Danjou gets every single one of his men to
swear allegiance on his wooden hand (he lost his hand in
a previous battle) and opens their last bottle of wine. They
ready themselves for a Mexican charge.

THE
LEGACY OF THE BATTLE OF CAMARÓN
THE LAST STAND OF JUST OVER 70 LEGIONNAIRES CREATED
A MYSTIQUE THAT WOULD CALCIFY THE FRENCH FOREIGN
LEGION’S REPUTATION

In no uncertain words, the Battle of Camarón soon became French Foreign
Legion’s version of the Alamo. The defiance of those few soldiers in the face
of 3,000 Mexican foes became the stuff of legend, forming the very crux
of the Legion’s stout and hardy attitude. The French intervention in Mexico
ultimately became a disaster. France’s desire to occupy the country fell apart
once Britain, Spain and the US pulled out of the offensive. This considered,
the fact the battle remains a point of pride for the French national identity
proves its lasting significance.
Captain Jean Danjou has become a legend himself in the Legion. His
wooden hand, upon which his men swore allegiance under waves of Mexican
fire, has become the most revered relic in the branch of the French Army.
Every year on the 30 April for ‘Camerone Day’, the hand is taken on parade.
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6. DANJOU REJECTS THE OFFER
TO SURRENDER

The Mexicans cease-fire and approach the hacienda,
yet again requesting that the legionnaires surrender and
avoid further bloodshed. The Foreign Legion soldiers
are out of food and water, but they once again refuse.
Around 1,200 Mexican infantry have surrounded the
hacienda, while the legionnaires are down to 32 men.

By around 2.00pm, exhausted, stricken with sunstroke and
running low on ammunition, only 20 of the legionnaires
are even able to continue fighting. The Mexicans even stop
their assault to request another surrender. Again the white
flagged gesture is rejected, even with the legionnaires on
the point of collapse.

By 5.30pm, only five legionnaires remain. Their ammunition
has run out, but they refuse to give in. Bayonets and sabres
at the ready, the five men charge from the hacienda and
head straight for the bulk of the Mexican forces. Two of the
charging men are cut down, and the remaining three are
eventually forced to surrender.

The event also holds a special significance within the Mexican military.
Every year – on the same day as the celebration in France – the Mexican
government holds special ceremonies at the site of the battle, with French
legionnaire representatives usually in attendance. Mexican soldiers passing
through the area turn to salute at the monument.

In Aubagne, the Camerone Day celebrations culminate with the
wooden hand of Capt Jean Danjou being carried on parade

THE FRENCH FOREIGN LEGION
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