
THE FRENCH FOREIGN LEGION’S FINEST HOUR
Robin Smith reports on the epic nine-hour defence of a remote 
Mexican hamlet by a handful of legionnaires in April 1863.

The defence
of Camerone
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A
battered, wooden prosthetic 
hand is the most sacred relic 
of the French Foreign Legion. 
Honoured annually in a special 
ceremony, it was worn by Captain 

Jean Danjou, who on 30 April 1863, at the 
Mexican hamlet of Camerone, commanded the 
remnants of an understrength Legion company.

Less than 60 men held off a 2,000-strong 
enemy force for nine hours, saving a vital supply 
convoy: an extraordinary feat of arms.

In the popular imagination, the French 
Foreign Legion conjures up images of  
tough men trudging across blazing deserts,  
or manning lonely outposts commanded  
by brutal officers; of a force formed of men 
drawn to serve France after fleeing prison, 
disgrace, or doomed love affairs back home.  
This popular image is encapsulated in films  
like Under Two Flags and Beau Geste – not  
to mention the classic ‘Carry On’ movie  
Follow That Camel.

But the most famous day in Legion history 
was played out south-west of Veracruz, in  
a colourful but tragic chapter of France’s 
ill-fated ‘Mexican Adventure’.

ABOVE The Battle of Camerone, as depicted in a  
painting by Jean Adolphe Beaucé.
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THE WAR OF REFORM
In strife-torn Mexico, the civil war known
as the War of Reform had broken out 
after the liberal government of President
Benito Juárez brought in sweeping 
reforms that provoked a hostile reaction 
from Mexican conservatives and Catholics.
His government adopted a new constitu-
tion, selling off many of the Catholic 
Church’s holdings and guaranteeing 
freedom of worship.

The War of Reform eventually saw  
the conservatives ousted from their 
stronghold in Mexico City, but the conflict
left the country in economic crisis, 
and Juárez’s government suspended 
payment on foreign debt. There were no
international mediating organisations in 
those days. Sabre-rattling and gunboat
diplomacy were the only options for 
Mexico’s creditors.

Spain, Britain, and France sent forces
to seize the port of Veracruz at the end of
1861. But the expedition proved fruitless,

BELOW Soldiers of the French Foreign Legion  
in 1852.

and rather than become embroiled in the 
volatile Mexican situation, Britain and Spain 
withdrew. France, however, remained.

Napoleon III was scheming to extend 
France’s empire. Living under the long 
shadow cast by his uncle, Napoleon Bonaparte,
Napoleon III saw exotic, far-flung Mexico as  
a challenging new territory, ripe for French  
control. He also saw himself as a crusader for 
the Catholic Church. He would re-establish 
Mexico as a devout Catholic country, a  
bulwark against Protestant influence.

EXILES AND PUPPETS
Refugees from the ousted conservative govern-
ment were anxious to court Napoleon’s favour. 
This suited the French Emperor. Napoleon 
even had a job opportunity lined up for the 
currently unemployed Austrian Archduke 
Maximilian, brother of the Austrian Emperor. 
He and his wife Charlotte-Amélie, a Belgian-
born princess, would be installed as the  
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One French 
regiment lost  
more than 600  
men to sickness  
in less than 
a month.
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turbulent revolutionary fervour sweeping 
across Europe in the 1830s, when monarchs 
trembled on their thrones, fearing the people 
might come crashing through the palace doors 
at any moment.

France had a long history of raising foreign 
regiments to serve among its forces. The 
Irish Brigade is a famous example. But wor-
ried that disruptive foreign elements were 
infiltrating his army, King Louis-Philippe had 
disbanded the Swiss and German regiments 
then in French service.

France was, however, engaged in various 
colonial wars abroad, and the suggestion arose 
that the unemployed foreign soldiers, and 
perhaps other foreigners resident in the 
country, might be enrolled in a new force 
dedicated to service overseas.  

The idea of using foreigners as cannon 
fodder, serving French interests abroad, is 
traditionally said to have come from French 
Minister of War Marshal Soult. A man who 
had built a formidable reputation as one of 
Napoleon’s commanders, Soult had by now 
morphed into a committed Royalist.

On 9 March 1831, a law to set up the Legion 
was passed, and the following day Louis-
Philippe signed a royal ordinance approving 
its creation. The new force’s Romantic image 
was established right from the start. A hard 
core of Swiss and German soldiers signed up, 
alongside embittered young adventurers and 
broken-down drifters of all descriptions.

from their pipes and cigars would ward 
off disease-carrying insects.

Any legionnaire expecting easy glory was 
disappointed. While the main French army 
was assigned to ousting enemy forces at their 
stronghold, Puebla, the Legion was parcelled 
out in detachments and given the necessary 
but thankless task of keeping transport routes 
free from marauding Juarist forces.

Truth to be told, there was little military 
glory to be had anywhere in Mexico, as French 
troops and their Mexican Imperial Army 
allies fought President Juárez’s fast-moving 
Republican Army in a series of indecisive 
bloody skirmishes and short pitched battles.

There was great savagery on both sides: 
dressed in distinctive light-blue jackets, the 
1st regiment, Chasseurs d’Afrique, were nick-
named ‘Blue Butchers’ by the Mexicans.

THE LEGION
By the time of the Mexican adventure, the 
French Foreign Legion was already more 
than 30 years old. It had been born amid the 

puppet Emperor and Empress of Mexico, 
with France pulling their strings.

For the time being, Mexico’s near-
neighbour, the United States, could do 
no more than cast anxious glances at what 
France was doing in Mexico. America was 
fighting a bloody civil war of its own, 
and was therefore unable to respond to 
European interlopers in its ‘backyard’. 
France’s intervention was seen as a threat, 
but for now little could be done.

Veracruz was the coastal staging-post for 
routes into Mexico. The Legion was not 
included in the original French troop contin-
gent. Considering that such colonial action 
was exactly what the Legion was designed for, 
this seems a glaring omission. Outraged at not 
being included on the muster roll for Mexico, 
Legion officers signed a petition, which was 
sent to Napoleon III. It did the trick: the Legion 
was belatedly shipped out. 

VERACRUZ
With its Spanish grandeur rapidly crumbling, 
Veracruz had become little more than a 
sprawling shanty town. The surrounding area 
harboured deadly yellow fever. In European 
armies campaigning abroad, deaths from 
disease often surpassed battlefield casualties: 
at Veracruz, one French regiment lost 
more than 600 men to sickness in less than 
a month, before it had even fired a shot. 
Soldiers smoked profusely, hoping the fumes 

RIGHT In this fanciful 
contemporary illustration, 
French infantry – including 
a posse of Zouaves – storm 
the rebel stronghold of Puebla. 
The city fell after a lengthy siege 
in May 1863. The conflict left 
the French unable to secure a 
grip on Mexico, and Napoleon III’s
dreams of extending France’s 
empire into exotic new lands 
became a nightmare.

‘These are not men, 
but demons.’
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be grinding its way up from the coast. Colonel 
Jeanningros, the Legion’s commander in 
Mexico, decided it would be prudent to send 
a company of legionnaires out as an escort.

The understrength 62-strong 3rd Company 
of the Legion’s 1st Battalion was assigned 
the arduous task. But all its officers were ill. 
Danjou, then serving as Battalion Adjutant 
on the Legion’s headquarters staff, and 
two other staff officers, colour-bearer 
Sous-lieutenant Maudet and paymaster 
Sous-lieutenant Vilain, stepped in. They 
were ordered to scout the countryside for 
marauding Juaristas and meet up with the 
lumbering procession of 60 carts.

DANJOU’S ESCORT
In the early hours of 30 April, the company 
set out on what should have been a routine 
assignment. Danjou was offered reinforce-
ments for his small band by the commander 
of a legionnaire detachment they passed on 
the road, but he did not wish to weaken the 
detachment’s strength.

The convoy’s journey to Puebla should 
have been a secret, but the Mexicans had 
heard about it. Danjou’s company was being 

CAPTAIN DANJOU
Captain  Danjou, who was destined to 
become the Legion’s most famous son, 
was born on 15 April 1828 in Chalabre, 
southern France. He attended Saint-Cyr, 
the officers’ training school, joining the 
Foreign Legion in September 1852.

Several sources claim that fighting in the 
Crimea cost Danjou his left hand. But he 
had in fact lost the hand in less auspicious 
circumstances, as a result of an accident sev-
eral years before, on a mapping expedition 
in North Africa.

Danjou was loading a signalling pistol 
when the cartridge exploded prematurely. 
His crippled hand was skilfully amputated, 
and the wound healed well. Nobody 
knows who made Danjou’s wooden 
replacement, which had articulated 
fingers and fitted over his forearm 
with an attached leather cup. In 
pictures, Danjou seems to be wearing 
a long white glove over his false hand.  

The Legion had all manner of men in 
its ranks, including many craftsmen, so the 
hand’s anonymous creator is likely to have 
been a skilled carpenter. The artificial hand 
did not affect Danjou’s soldiering abilities. 
He could still mount a horse, and was deco-
rated for gallantry in the Crimea. 

The Legion’s eclectic mix of manpower 
has included the philosopher and author 
Arthur Koestler, American poet Alan Seeger, 
songwriter Cole Porter, and Ozzy Osbourne 
– almost! In 1986, the author of this feature 
witnessed Ozzy’s attempts to join the Legion 
in the south of France, after Ozzy had a row 
with his wife, Sharon, during a promotional 
tour. Sharon drove up to stop him, outside 
Legion headquarters, in the nick of time. 
The Legion’s loss has indeed been rock 
music’s gain.

On 29 April 1863, news arrived at Legion 
headquarters in Chiquihuite that a convoy 
carrying three million francs in gold, 
as well as rations and equipment for 
embattled French forces at Puebla, would 

RECRUITMENT
Recruits were to be aged between 18 and 40, 
and, although they officially had to be of good 
character, legionnaires were not obliged to 
give their correct names when they enlisted. 
The battalions making up the Legion were 
organised like those of the regular French 
line infantry. Ideally, each battalion had eight 
companies, each of 112 men.

Resented by the regular army, the fledgling 
Legion was issued second-rate uniforms and 
equipment, and shipped out to Algeria. 
A tough Swiss colonel and his team of 
French officers knocked the motley recruits 
into shape, and the Legion cut its teeth in 
skirmishes and pitched battles, trying to 
defeat local warlords and impose French 
colonial control.

In those early days, the fledgling Legion’s 
fourth battalion was composed mainly of 
Spaniards, many of whom were veterans of the 
Peninsular War. They were particularly adept 
at dealing with enemy cavalry, ingeniously 
slipping under the bellies of horses, tipping 
the riders out of their saddles, and stabbing 
them to death. Unorthodox, but effective.

Pulled out of Algeria, the Legion was 
‘loaned out’ to the French-backed Queen 
Isabella of Spain, locked in a bitter dispute for 
the Spanish throne with her uncle Don Carlos 
– the so-called Carlist Wars. At Tirapegui in 
April 1836, two Legion battalions held off 
Carlist forces five times their strength for 
several hours, establishing a Legion tradition 
of facing down unequal odds.

NORTH AFRICA, THE CRIMEA, 
AND ITALY
Worn down by its Spanish service to a skeleton 
of less than 600 men, the Legion was rebuilt, 
seeing further gruelling service in North 
Africa. The Legion had won its spurs, and 
earned grudging respect from its peers.

During the Crimean War, the Legion was 
praised for its part in storming the Heights 
of the Alma in September 1854. At the Siege 
of Sebastopol, a forlorn hope of 100 Legion 
volunteers led the assault column that 
stormed the Malakoff.

In 1859, the Legion played a major role 
in France’s Italian campaign, which aimed 
to free Italy from Austrian domination – 
another of Napoleon III’s many foreign 
adventures. During the Battle of Magenta, 
when French forces wavered before an Austrian 
onslaught, the Legion held its nerve, advancing 
steadily forward and driving the Austrians 
back at bayonet-point. When the French army 
marched into newly liberated Milan, the Legion 
was in the position of honour at its head. 

In Mexico, on the other hand, it might have 
seemed that there was little opportunity for 
the Legion to win fresh laurels. But fate was 
about to decide otherwise.

ABOVE Captain Jean Danjou (1828-1863), 
the one-handed officer who was killed at the 
head of his men at Camerone and became the 
French Foreign Legion’s most celebrated hero.

Maudet ordered 
his men to fire their 
final rounds and 
rush the encircling 
enemy in a suicidal 
bayonet-charge.
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ABOVE A dramatic reconstruction, by French military 
artist Édouard Detaille, of the last five legionnaires 
standing in defence of the hacienda at Camerone. 
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LAST STAND
Sous-lieutenant Maudet ordered his men to 
fire their final rounds and rush the encircling 
enemy in a suicidal bayonet-charge.

They were met with a barrage of fire  
from the Juarists. Maudet was killed, and  
one legionnaire riddled with 19 bullets  
as he threw himself in front of him as a 
human shield. Remarkably, three legion-
naires still stood in the blood-soaked court-
yard of the hacienda.

It must have been a moment as surreal as 
a scene from a spaghetti western. A strange 
silence fell on the surviving legionnaires 
and their adversaries, peering at each other 
through the gunpowder smoke, unsure of 
what the next move would be.

Then the remaining legionnaires poised  
to charge again, and the enemy prepared to 
deliver the coup de grâce. But a Mexican 
colonel yelled out for both sides to stop  
fighting, knocking his men’s bayonets away  
with the flat of his sword.

He offered the legionnaires another 
chance to surrender, and they agreed, but 
only on their own terms. A corporal in the 
little group stated that they would stop fighting 
only if they could keep their weapons and 
the Mexicans promised to take care of the 
wounded and to attest that the Legion had 
done its full measure of duty that day.

‘One can refuse nothing to men like you,’ 
replied the awestruck Juarist officer who had 
halted the fighting. More praise followed 
when the beleaguered legionnaires were 
presented to Colonel Milan, who had  
commanded the attack on Camerone. He 
shook their hands enthusiastically, shouting, 
‘These are not men, but demons.’

HOLLOW HEROICS
It was a strange moment of triumph for the 
Legion, in an increasingly squalid conflict  
that eventually saw Napoleon III’s dreams of 
building an empire in the Americas crumble.

His army eventually wore itself out dealing 
with insurgents, and the Emperor faced 
mounting criticism at home because of the 
war’s increasing cost in lives and money.

Napoleon also faced mounting hostility 
from the Americans. The Civil War was over, 
and the Federal Government was now free 
to see off the French interlopers in Mexico. 
President Juárez had widespread support in 
America. He was even called the ‘Lincoln of 
Mexico’ because of his liberal views – an ideo-
logical sympathy that reinforced an underlying 
US interest in keeping the French out. 

US forces were despatched to Texas, and 
American arms were supplied to eager Juarists. 
Napoleon informed Maximilian in January 
1866 that he planned to withdraw French sup-
port. But Maximilian chose to stay and try to 
cling onto his increasingly fragile throne. 

water. Their memories of a last bottle of wine 
they had shared with Danjou shortly before  
the battle must have been bittersweet.

The legionnaires sucked every last  
drop of water from their empty canteens. 
Their tongues swelled up and they suffered  
hallucinations, as the derelict hacienda 
became an oven under the relentless  
broiling sun.

When they heard drums in the distance, 
the embattled legionnaires thought relief  
was on its way. But they heralded the arrival 
of fresh enemy troops. The Mexicans offered 
them another chance to surrender. ‘Merde!’ 
was the emphatic reply.

Some of the Mexicans managed to clam-
ber up onto the top floor of the hacienda 
and poured fire down on the legionnaires 
below. Sous-lieutenant Vilain was killed.

The savage little battle continued until  
the evening, when just 12 legionnaires were 
left standing out of 49. Bitter hand-to-hand 
fighting reduced this number further, to just 
five, but even now the remaining handful 
did not give up. Eyes burning with defiance, 
soaked in sweat, and begrimed with gunpow-
der, the five were determined to sell their 
lives as dearly as possible.

trailed at a distance by forces around 2,000 
strong, led by Colonel Francisco de Paula 
Milan. Milan thought it would be an easy  
task to annihilate the pitifully small company 
and prevent any of them summoning help.  
He could then turn his attention to ambushing 
the convoy.

Danjou’s men had paused for breakfast 
when Juarist cavalrymen were spotted in 
the distance. Forming a hollow square, the 
classic way of dealing with a cavalry attack, 
Danjou’s men made a fighting retreat to the 
ruined Hacienda de la Trinidad Inn, at the 
derelict hamlet of Camerone. In thick scrub, 
amid the confusion of battle, 16 men became 
separated from the company, and pack-mules 
carrying invaluable supplies bolted.

Hearing sounds of battle, the convoy began 
turning back to safety. The legionnaires barri-
caded the hacienda and courtyard as best they 
could. Under a flag of truce, the besieging 
Juarist forces said the legionnaires would be 
well treated if they surrendered, but Danjou 
calmly rejected the offer.

THE DEFENCE OF THE  
HACIENDA DE LA TRINIDAD INN
Dismounted Mexican cavalry made the  
first attack, and Danjou was mortally 
wounded, felled by a bullet in his back. 
Shortly before he died, he made his men  
vow that they would fight to the death. The 
determined little group of legionnaires 
poured out a withering fire as the enemy 
rushed forward again.

By 11am, the legionnaires had defended 
their position for three hours. They were 
short on ammunition and almost out of 

Three legionnaires 
still stood in the 
blood-soaked 
courtyard of 
the hacienda.
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In its long journey, changing from being 
a shabby crew of adventurers to a fighting 
force envied worldwide, the French Foreign 
Legion has built up an extensive collection 
of flags and assorted military paraphernalia.  
But none of its relics reflect the drama of the 
Legion quite so well as Captain Danjou’s bat-
tered wooden hand. Lost and then returned 
to the Legion for a handful of coins, the story 
of courage it represents is priceless. 

Robin Smith is a freelance journalist and author,
specialising in the American Revolution, the

American Civil War, and the French Second Empire.
He is also a music writer of some renown.

He was eventually put on trial by the republi-
can Juarist government and executed by firing 
squad with two of his generals on 18 June 1867. 
Eye-witnesses said they stood up straight, 
clasped hands, and died bravely. Their demise 
was immortalised in a painting by Manet. 
Maximilian’s wife was so badly traumatised, 
she went insane. Charlotte-Amélie died in 
1927, at an asylum back in her native Belgium.

THE LEGEND OF CAMERONE
The events at Camerone have understandably 
given rise to myths about the legionnaires’ last 
stand. One of the most common is the claim 
that Captain Danjou’s wooden hand was found 
lying in the debris at Camerone by a relief 
column in the aftermath of the battle. But  
this notion is Romantic fallacy. Somehow,  
the hand ended up in the possession of a 
French-born Mexican ranch-owner.

In 1865, two years after the furious fight,  
a French Foreign Legion officer bought it 
from him for a handful of coins. The tip  
of the hand’s middle finger was missing,  
presumably as a result of battle damage.

Despite dominating Legion lore, ‘Camerone 
Day’ or the ‘Feast of Camerone’ did not 
become a regular part of the Legion calendar 
until the 20th century. In 1906, a young officer 
at the Legion base in Tonkin organised a 
parade in honour of the brave Camerone 
defenders. The idea caught on.

On 30 April, every year, Captain Danjou’s 
hand is taken from its resting place in the crypt 
of the museum in Foreign Legion headquarters 
at Aubagne, in the south of France. The hand, in 
its ornate glass case, is paraded in front of admir-
ing legionnaires, their families, and assorted 
guests and dignitaries. A stirring account of the 
battle is read out as part of the ceremony.

CAMERONE DAY
It is a solemn event, but also a Legion holiday, 
with plenty of eating and drinking wherever 
and in whatever condition Legion units are 
serving. At Dien Bien Phu in 1954, at the tail-
end of France’s colonial ambitions in Vietnam, 
embattled legionnaires, under heavy fire, 
toasted their forebears by swigging Vinogle – 
canned wine with the consistency of thin jelly.

Camerone Day celebrations even extend to 
Britain. British-born Foreign Legion veterans 
place a wreath remembering the sacrifices made 
at Camerone at the foot of the statue to France’s 
redoubtable Marshal Foch, in Grosvenor 
Gardens, near Victoria Station in London.

Although the French Foreign Legion has 
played a notable part in derring-do British  
fiction over the years, no legionnaires of British 
origin are known to have taken part in the 
tumultuous affair at Camerone. The ranks of 
the 1st Battalion’s 3rd Company were liberally 
sprinkled with Belgians, Prussians, Swiss, 
Italians, Spaniards, and Poles, but no Britons.

ABOVE The Execution of the Emperor Maximilian  
by Édouard Manet,1867.

BELOW Captain Danjou’s prosthetic hand,  
in its glass case, the French Foreign Legion’s  
most treasured relic.


