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Ambassador,  

Admiral, 

Defence attachés, 

Officers, NCOs and service personnel, 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

It gives me great pleasure, Vice-Admiral Witthauer, to award you today the 

insignia of Officier of the Ordre national de la Légion d’honneur. 

 

As you know, to be awarded the most prestigious insignia in our National 

Orders – created by Napoleon Bonaparte to reward the exceptional services 

rendered by its recipient to the French nation – is a solemn moment in the lives 

of your French brothers in arms. 

 

Likewise, it’s a solemn moment for France’s representative to award this 

insignia to a soldier in an army alongside which our men risk their lives for 

peace and security in foreign operations like those of today in Afghanistan, 

Kosovo and the Indian Ocean. 

 

It’s also a great pleasure for me – having done my military service in the navy – 

to take part in this ceremony by which the Republic honours a great naval 

officer, a friend of our country, and a great French speaker and Francophile. 

 

Before retracing your exemplary career, I’d like to say a few words about the 

Franco-German relationship today and about the friendship between our two 

peoples, which this ceremony symbolizes. 

 

Allow me to begin by echoing what President Sarkozy said in his speech on 

Europe, delivered in Toulon last Thursday: 
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“France and Germany, after so many tragedies, have decided to unite their 

destinies, to look together to the future.  To go back on that strategy would be 

unpardonable.  History and geography have made Germany and France either 

rivals or partners.  Chancellor Adenauer and General de Gaulle made a historic 

decision when they chose friendship.  With Germany and France united, the 

whole of Europe is united and strong. If France and Germany are disunited, the 

whole of Europe is disunited and weaker.” 

 

Of course, this concept of the Franco-German relationship goes beyond even the 

burning issue of the future of our single currency, on which President Sarkozy 

and the Chancellor are working in close cooperation. 

 

It is directly in line with General de Gaulle’s vision, as expressed by him in his 

speech to officers of the German military academy in Hamburg in 1962. 

 

“It is a fact about the French and the Germans that they have never 

accomplished anything great, from either the national or international 

perspective, without the military playing a leading role in it.  By virtue of both 

our own nature and the common danger, organic cooperation between our 

armed forces with a view to a single, shared defence is therefore essential to the 

unity of our two countries.  After all, as your Zuckmayer wrote:  ‘As it was our 

duty yesterday to be enemies, today it is our right to become brothers.’” 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

Whether it be for the euro or the other key elements of the European enterprise, 

the Franco-German relationship is an irreplaceable driving force, from the 

state’s highest level right down to its representatives and servants, including us. 
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At their own level, our embassies in London are applying these guidelines 

through their excellent cooperation.  I and my brilliant colleague, Ambassador 

Georg Boomgaarden – to whom I’d like to pay tribute – regularly organize 

working meetings at which we share our views on developments in Britain.  Our 

defence attachés, Admiral de Coriolis and Brigadier-General Nolte, also discuss 

the subjects under their responsibility on a very regular basis.  Finally, we shall 

be preparing joint events with a view to the celebration in 2013 of the 50
th
 

anniversary of the Elysée Treaty, in the framework of the ambitious policies our 

capitals wish for. 

 

      *** 

 

Vice-Admiral Witthauer, allow me now to retrace your career, which is 

exemplary in more ways than one and mirrors Franco-German relations in the 

naval field. 

 

Your knowledge of and friendship towards France began at a very young age.  

Among other things, you took part in an exchange with a school in Neuilly-sur-

Seine as early as 1964.  Fourteen years later, from 1978 to 1979, you were an 

exchange officer and instructor on board the helicopter carrier Jeanne d’Arc, 

also known as “Jeanne”, the legendary teaching ship on which generations of 

our officers leaving the French Naval Academy were trained. 

 

Then, as secretary of the maritime sub-group in the Franco-German Defence and 

Security Council from 1996 to 1999 – the mainspring of this Franco-German 

relationship – you helped launch many concrete cooperation projects between 

the two navies. 
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In the course of a brilliant career, you became a Major-General in the German 

navy, and thanks to your special links with your French counterpart you have 

constantly sought to ensure that our two navies stay their course and continue 

their efforts to strengthen European maritime defence capabilities. 

 

Your career in the German Federal Navy began in 1968.  After several 

operational postings at sea, you were appointed Commanding Officer of the 

destroyer Rommel for three years in 1990.  You then taught naval doctrine at the 

German General Staff College and subsequently held posts of operational 

responsibility in the allied and European frameworks, in particular commanding 

the Standing Naval Forces Mediterranean from 2003 to 2004 and the European 

Union Forces in Bosnia-Hercegovina, responsible for the conduct of Operation 

Althea from December 2006 to December 2007.  For the latter, you commanded 

French units deployed in that theatre of operations. 

 

In 2009 you joined Allied Maritime Command HQ Northwood as Deputy 

Commander.  You paid particular attention to incorporating French military 

personnel into NATO’s structures, following President Sarkozy’s decision that 

France would rejoin all the Alliance’s integrated military structures. 

 

 In 2012 you will be leaving Northwood, where a French navy admiral will 

succeed you.  So this passing on of the Franco-German baton before your 

farewell to arms will mirror a career in which you have constantly been anxious 

to strengthen these shared links between our two countries. 

 

Your initiatives as a keen advocate of enhanced cooperation between the French 

and German navies have already earned you two honours from France.  In 1999 

you received the insignia of Officier in the Ordre national du Mérite, and in 

2008 the Médaille de la Défense nationale, Gold level. 
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For your career as a whole, and to pay tribute to your constant service to our 

relations, President Sarkozy has decided to bestow upon you this insignia of 

Officier in the most prestigious of our National Orders, the Légion d’honneur. 

 

Vice-amiral d’escadre Hans-Jochen Witthauer, au nom du Président de la 

République, et en vertu des pouvoirs qui nous sont conférés, nous vous faisons 

Officier de la Légion d’honneur. 


