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The D-Day landings and the subsequent Liberation of France campaign from 6th June 1944 
onwards were decisive achievements for the rebuilding of the whole European continent. For 
France, they marked the first step of a long-awaited recovery from the darkest hours of the 
country’s history, the significance of which can only be gathered when considering what the 
defeat of June 1940 had meant for the French. The events leading to and following the armistice of 
22nd June 1940 saw the sheer collapse of the French Third Republic (the first stable set of 
institutions since the Revolution), the internment of millions of French soldiers taken as prisoners 
of war in Germany (a whole generation of young men), and the beginning of institutional 
collaboration with Nazi Germany by the Vichy Government which destroyed civil liberties, led to 
the deportation of millions of Jews from France’s historically strong Jewish community and many 
who had recently sought what they expected to be a safe refuge there from central Europe. The 
pride of a nation that was the central winner of World War One was buried in just a few days. 
Hitler, who attended the short ceremony in person, chose the same train carriage in the very 
Rethondes clearing, close to Compiègne, North-East of Paris, which had become a national 
monument after 11th November 1918, for the signing of this fresh « armistice », hardly negotiated 
on the French side. Only the Résistance, inside (with the interior forces) and outside (with the Free 
French) France, the unabated continuation of the fight by our allies, Britain first and foremost, 
then supported on both sides by the United States and the Soviet Union, and centrally the D-Day 
landings at a very high cost, opened a path for the Libération and Reconstruction. 
 
Honouring the brave British soldiers who fought on the beaches of Normandy and deep into the 
continent over 70 years ago brings this back, not only to our memory but to life since they stand 
here today as a living testimony to their outstanding acts of gallantry and self-sacrifice. As they 
are honoured today, their thoughts will no doubt be intense and probably three-fold. Their hearts, 
as indeed ours, will cherish the memory of so many of their comrades who fell in action, died on 
the beaches of Normandy or in the following and very harsh combats, who were injured or who 
did not live long enough to be here, well into the next century, to remember and celebrate with us. 
The stories from these terrifying days will probably come back more vividly to the surface of their 
minds and, for some, will be shared with their families for the first time, enabling spouses, 
children and grand-children to learn, share and record these essential historical accounts which 
must have been hard to live with decade after decade. This process of memory, this « search of 
lost time », makes the World War Two veterans and all of us realize how long and short 70 odd 
years are at the same time. A lot has happened in this time span but here are the very same spirits, 
brains, hearts, and limbs that achieved this monumental task of challenging totalitarianism, of 
breaking through the barricade of a whole continent and marching to victory. Even though some 
of them may claim modestly that they are simply « happy to be here at all », we shall be all the 
more happy that the particular honour that is bestowed upon them is not buried into the past. They 



all received many well deserved medals and recognition in the immediate aftermath of the war but 
this extra one, which follows the decision by President François Hollande, announced during the 
commemoration of the D-Day on 6th June 2014, to honour all surviving British veterans who 
fought for the Libération of France, comes, not belatedly as one might think, but as a token of 
eternal gratitude on the part of France and as a heartfelt celebration of wonderful individuals at the 
culmination of rich and challenging lives. If physical strength may have declined, other strengths 
have grown into them : those of wisdom, achievement, family bonds. Young men thrown amidst 
one the most violent conflicts in world history must have had the weaknesses of their own age, 
unpreparedness, impatience, fear. Yet they made it. Reaching old age, they make it once again to 
show each and everyone of us that faith and selflessness can lead us beyond our limits to raise 
humanity above the misery wreaked by death and evil forces. 
 
The Liberation of Europe set a solid base for our present institutional, social and economic 
development but the battle to uphold civic liberties, justice and the rule of law is a never ending 
one. In our own days, there is no denying the call for more brave men and women to stand up to 
defend our institutions and freedoms enshrined most systematically in the United Nations and 
European institutions established in the immediate aftermath of the war. The shining example of 
the men we honour today is an inspiration to us all to pursue the same bold and constructive path 
of freedom, truth, honesty and human dignity that they opened when it seemed least possible. 
 
The Légion d’Honneur is France’s highest Order. It was founded in 1802 by Napoleon, the First 
Consul, before he became Emperor of the French. A dozen years earlier, the Revolution had 
abolished the old orders or chivalry in an egalitarian move. Yet this decade saw so many acts of 
military bravery from the Great Army fighting the coalition of all surrounding monarchies in 
Europe, that some recognition had to be restored. It came in the form of this precious silver and 
enameled cross, attach to a red ribbon. This red, one of the successive old heraldic colours of the 
kings of France, together with the blue and white, which together have since the Revolution, been 
the national colours, had already been used for one of the most prestigious royal orders of France, 
the Order of Saint-Louis founded in 1693 by King Louis XIV, a warrior and our longest-serving 
king. The other, even more ancient order of the Ancient Regime, had been the Order of the Holy-
Spirit with its blue ribbon created in 1578 by Henry III of France. The order of Saint-Louis was 
accessible on the basis of merit alone, disregarding birth and titles. The Légion d’Honneur in the 
same way sought to recognize military valour and gallantry. It was maintained throughout 
France’s troubled political history (only during the Restoration with Louis XVI’s brothers, 
between 1804 and 1830, when the ancient orders were restored, did it become second in the order 
of precedence) and was extended to honour civilian achievements as well. For over two centuries, 
the Légion d’Honneur has recognized outstanding contributions to French life, in the same way as 
the knighthoods and the British Empire Order in the United Kingdom. The award of this beautiful 
jewel-like cross, with its blood-red ribbon, symbol of life as much as of sacrifice, is presented 
during a short Republican induction ceremony on behalf of the President of the Republic, the 
Grand Master of the Order. The recipient is called by his or her name by the delegate (abroad, the 
Ambassador or, by delegation, the Consul General or a member of the Order) who then says: « Au 
nom du Président de la République et en vertu des pouvoirs qui nous sont conférés, nous vous 
faisons chevalier de la Légion d’honneur » (« On behalf of the President of the Republic and by 
virtue of the powers conferred upon us, we hereby declare you Knight of the Legion of Honour »), 
pins the medal on the chest of the honoree and embraces him or her./. 


