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Armed Forces attaché in Paris at first refused to believe the in-
credible story, but the facts were soon verified with the French
authorities and a few weeks later Eliahu was on his way to Israel.
At Haifa, two Israeli M.P.’s, perfect copies of their British models
with their glistening white canvas belts and pistol holsters, took
charge of him and soon the gates of Haifa military prison closed
behind him.

The three Israeli Navy judges rose. Seaman Itzkovitz stood stiffly
at attention as the presiding judge read out the judgment.

“. .. and in view of the circumstances of the case, a Court of
the State of Israel cannot bring itself to impose a heavy sentence.
. . . One year’s imprisonment . . .”

But the Legion as a separate corps never recovered its old
stature after the Indochina war. Too many of its best men had died
there. Beefed up with Hungarian refugees after 1956, it became
more and more embroiled in the political by-play of the
Algerian war.

Operating side by side in Algeria with French Army draftee
units which it considered with cold contempt, it withdrew more
and more into itself, developing into a “Praetorian Guard” which
obeyed its own officers rather than the French Army as such. The
final break came in April 1961, when the elite 1st Foreign Legion
Parachute Regiment backed the abortive putsch of General Salan
against the French government in Paris. Repression was swift and
terrible: the commander of the Foreign Legion, General Gardy—
the same who, in 1954, had eulogized the Foreign Legion units
~ annihilated at Dien Bien Phu—was sentenced to death in absentia;
“dozens of other Legion officers were tried and some executed
“before firing squads; and the 1st Régiment Etranger Parachutiste
“was disbanded. The Legion paratroopers went into oblivion in

proper Legion fashion: as they were carried off from Camp Zéralda
in army trucks, the whole camp—thoroughly mined and booby-
trapped—collapsed in flame and smoke.

One year later, the Legionnaires grimly went about their busi-
ness of withdrawing from now-independent Algeria, carefully pack-
ing away their hallowed relics and shell-torn battle flags for their
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move to the Legion’s new quarters at Aubagne, near Marseilles
on the French Mediterranean coast. The very survival of the Legion
was at stake now. Rumor had it that President de Gaulle himself,
incensed at the role Legion units and individual members had
played in opposing him, desired to disband the whole corps. In
any case, gone were the open vistas of the Sahara; the jungle
hills of Viet-Nam; the narrow, secretive streets of the Algerian
Casbah; and the prestige of a full-dress retreat parade at the
Legion’s headquarters barracks at Sidi-bel-Abbes.

As of 1964, the Legion slowly adapted to its peacetime role.
Independent Madagascar accepted a Legion battalion under its
defense agreement with France. Another battalion was to go to
the jungles of French Guiana, to hack out roads into the un-
explored interior. In Corsica, a Legion battalion and the U.S.
Marines from the Sixth Fleet fought a mock war in May, 1963
[no one ever dared announce who won]; and the 5th Foreign
Legion Regiment was reactivated to go to the French Pacific
Islands to participate in the constructio nand protection of France’s
budding H-Bomb test base.

The twentieth century was catching up with the Foreign Legion.

Sometimes, there occurs an almost irrelevant incident which,
in the light of later developments, seems to have been a sign of
the gods, a dreamlike warning which, if heeded, could have
changed fate—or so it seems.

One such incident occurred to me in October 1953 in Cam-
bodia, at Siem-Réap, not far away from the fabulous temples of
Angkor-Wat. I had been in the field with the 5th Cambodian
Autonomous Infantry Company and was now in need of trans-
portation back to Phnom-Penh, the capital of Cambodia. Siem-
Réap, a quiet and pleasant little place with two hotels cater-
ing to the tourist trade and a few French archeologists working
around the ruins of Angkor, might as well have been a small
garrison town in southern France, such as Avignon or Nimes.

A few French officers were still around, mainly as advisers to
the newly-independent Cambodian Army. Their chores were light;
there were no Communists in the area and the handful of obso-
lescent “Renault” trucks and World War II-type weapons needed
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a minimum of maintenance and care. An assignment to Siem-Réap
was as good a sinecure as could be found in Indochina in October
1953 and the officers made the most of it.

When I went to the Transportation Office that afternoon at
1530, the Cambodian orderly told me apologetically that “le
Lieutenant est allé au mess jouer au tennis avec le Capitaine”
and that they might well stay there for the rest of the afternoon.
Since a convoy which I expected to catch was supposed to leave at
dawn, I decided to stroll over to the mess in order to get my travel
documents signed there.

The Siem-Réap officers’ mess was a pleasant and well-kept place;
with its wide Cambodian-type verandahs, its parasol-shaded tables
and the well-manicured lawns and beautifully red-sanded tennis
court, it was an exact replica of all the other colonial officers’
messes from Port Said to Singapore, Saigon or even Manila, wher-
ever the white man had set his foot in the course of building his
ephemeral empires.

I found the two officers at the tennis court, in gleaming white
French square-bottomed shorts (no one in Europe would be caught
dead in the ungainly Bermuda pants called “shorts” in the United
States), matching Lacoste tennis shirts and knee-long socks. Their
skins had lost the unhealthy pallor of the jungle and taken on the
handsome bronze of the vacationer engaging in outdoor sports;
their wives, seated at a neighboring table, were beautifully groomed
and wore deceptively simple (but, oh, so expensive!) cotton sum-
mer dresses clearly showing the hand of a Paris designer. Both
officers played in the easy style of men who knew each other’s
game and were bent less on winning than on getting the fun and
exercise of it. Three Cambodian servants, clad in impeccable white
slacks and shirts, stood respectfully in the shadow of the verandah,
awaiting the call of one of the officers or women for a new cool

Since the men were in the midst of a set and I had little else to
do, I sat down at a neighboring table after a courteous bow to the
ladies and watched the game, gladly enjoying the atmosphere of
genteel civility and forgetting for a moment the war. At the next
table, the two women kept up the rapid-fire chatter which French
women are prone to use when men are present. The two men also
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kept up a conversation of sorts, interrupted regularly by the “plop-
plop” of the tennis ball.

Then emerged from the verandah a soldier in French uniform.
His small stature, brown skin and Western-type features showed
him to be a Cambodian. He wore the blue field cap with the golden
anchor of the Troupes Coloniales—the French “Marines”—and
the three golden chevrons of a master-sergeant. On his chest above
the left breast pocket of his suntan regulation shirt were three rows
of multi-colored ribbons: croix de guerre with four citations, cam-
paign ribbons with the clasps of France’s every colonial campaign
since the Moroccan pacification of 1926; the Italian campaign of
1943 and the drive to the Rhine of 1945. In his left hand, he
carried several papers crossed diagonally with a tri-colored ribbon;
travel orders, like mine, which also awaited the signature of one
of the officers.

He remained in the shadow of the verandah’s awnings until the
officers had interrupted their game and had joined the two women
with their drinks, then strode over in a measured military step,
came stiffly to attention in a military salute, and handed the orders
for himself and his squad to the captain. The captain looked up in
surprise, still with a half-smile on his face from the remark he had
made previously. His eyes narrowed suddenly as he understood
that he was being interrupted. Obviously, he was annoyed but not
really furious.

“Sergeant, you can see that I'm busy. Please wait until I have
time to deal with your travel orders. Don’t worry. You will have
them in time for the convoy.”

The sergeant stood stiffly at attention, some of his almost white
hair glistening in the sun where it peeked from under the cap, his
wizened face betraying no emotion whatever.

“A vos ordres, mon Capitaine.” A sharp salute, a snappy about
face. The incident was closed, the officers had had their drink and
now resumed their game.

The sergeant resumed his watch near where the Cambodian
messboys were following the game, but this time he had squatted
down on his haunches, a favorite Cambodian position of repose
which would leave most Europeans with partial paralysis for
several hours afterwards. Almost without moving his head, he
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attentively followed the tennis game, his travel orders still tightly
clutched in his left hand.

The sun began to settle behind the trees of the garden and a
slight cooling breeze rose from the nearby Lake Tonlé-Sap,
Cambodia’s inland sea. It was 1700.

All of a sudden, there rose behind the trees, from the nearby
French camp, the beautiful bell-clear sounds of a bugle playing
“lower the flag”—the signal which, in the French Army, marks
the end of the working day as the colors are struck.

Nothing changed at the tennis court; the two officers continued
to play their set, the women continued their chatter, and the mess-
boys their silent vigil.

Only the old sergeant had moved. He was now standing stiffly
at attention, his right hand raised to the cap in the flat-palmed
salute of the French Army, facing in the direction from which the
bugle tones came; saluting, as per regulations, France’s tricolor
hidden behind the trees. The rays of the setting sun shone upon
the immobile brown figure, catching the gold of the anchor and of
the chevrons and of one of the tiny metal stars of his ribbons.

Something very warm welled up in me. I felt like running over
to the little Cambodian who had fought all his life for my country,
and apologizing to him for my countrymen here who didn’t care
about him, and for my countrymen in France who didn’t even care
about their countrymen fighting in Indochina . . .

And in one single blinding flash, I knew that we were going to
lose the war.

11
Death March

change of all prisoners of war held by both parties was part

of the cease-fire agreement. Thousands of members of the
“Viet-Nam People’s Army” (VPA) who, over the past eight years,
had been captured by French Union troops, were repatriated.
Interned in regular PW camps inspected by the International Red
Cross, their physical condition bore eloquent evidence of the ade-
quate treatment they had received while in French Union hands.
They were brought to the transfer points in army trucks or river
craft.

French Union prisoners returned from VPA captivity on foot,
with the exception of the litter cases. The exchange began officially
on August 18, 1954 (although by an act of clemency on the part
of the VPA High Command, severely wounded French PW’s had
been released earlier), and soon two factors became clear: there
were not going to be as many French returnees as expected, and
most of those who returned were walking skeletons in no way
different from those who survived Dachau and Buchenwald. In
order not to jeopardize the chances of return of certain civilian and
military prisoners who might still be in Communist camps, the
French Union High Command made a deliberate effort to play
down the fate and state of those prisoners who had returned alive
to French lines, but a high level group of French military surgeons
and medical specialists was called to investigate the exact facts.
Those facts which emerged from the painstaking interrogation of
thousands of returnees, in addition to those gathered from civilians
on the spot and from books published by survivors, give a picture
of the Vietnamese Communist attitude towards prisoners of war
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W‘HEN the Indochina war ended on July 20, 1954, the ex-



