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“The first to go, and the last to return.”  
 
No one had ever articulated so well the spirit of the First Infantry Division, the Big Red One, 
the oldest of the American landed forces – the division chosen to take the lead on the beach 
where we find ourselves today.  
 
Those words were spoken by 1st Division commander Summerall on October 4, 1924.  He 
was paying tribute to those who had battled in Cantigny, in Soissons and all the other 
battlefields of World War One.  Sumerall knew these soldiers who had fought in France well.  
 
He was one of them.  
 
Could he have suspected that just 20 years later, the men of the First Division would again be 
the first to land at Omaha?  Could he have imagined that a new generation of Americans, 
now known as “The Greatest Generation,” had yet to be born?  
 
One tries to get a sense of what happened here almost 70 years ago – the assault boats, the 
explosions, the smoke, the cries, the sea red of blood.  One tries to see through the soldiers’ 
eyes, these boys, really, who so many of them would perish before even setting foot on the 
soil of France that they had come to liberate.  But all that, that’s before arriving here.  And 
then, almost by surprise, we’re struck by the beauty of the landscape, its quietness, and we 
wonder how so much horror could be possible.  And so, just like that, the silence, the same 
silence that exists among the white marble gravestones of the American cemetery, becomes 
deafening.  
 
On April 23, 1910, President Theodore Roosevelt was in Paris, at the Sorbonne University, to 
deliver a speech that remains one of the most stirring speeches of the entire American history. 
He spoke of “the man who is actually in the arena, whose face in marred by dust and sweat 
and blood.”  
 
The President’s oldest son, who rests here at the American war cemetery in Normandy, was 
in the first assault boat to land at Utah Beach.  At that same moment, his grandson struggled 
ashore at Omaha.  There is a passage of this speech that has stayed with me over the years 
and which I would like to share with the American veterans who have given us the honor of 
being here today.  
 
This is for our veterans, the men in the arena.  It’s an excerpt of the speech that Teddy 
Roosevelt gave at the University of Paris more than a century ago – the words of a President 
whose son and grandson would go on to fight here on that fateful day.  “The credit,” 
Roosevelt said “belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust 



and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly (...) who knows great enthusiasms, the great 
devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the 
triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring 
greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know 
victory nor defeat.”  
 
For the men who fought for freedom here on D-Day, victory meant the triumph of democracy 
over tyranny.  It was a worthy cause; the only cause worth living.”  On this day, this sacred 
day, we honor and remember these men.  They risked everything for the ideals upon which 
our two nations have been founded, cherishing no illusions as to the price they must pay.  To 
those here with us, who’ve made the journey to see this place (and their fallen brethren) one 
more time, we offer our most profound gratitude.   
 
You were the first.  Today, you are the last remaining survivors.  
 
Yes, they were the first.  Today, they are the last – the last witnesses of the day that changed 
the course of the war.  Their stories are stories of ordinary men with an extraordinary fate.  
 
It is the history of Lt. James Monteith.  Those who knew him said about that he was the most 
ordinary of Americans.  This 6-foot tall jovial fellow, liked by everyone, played American 
football in college.  On this morning of June 44, Jimmie guided two tanks across a minefield 
and made it possible for the men to push inland.  In so doing, he lost his own life.  
 
It is the history of Capt. Dawson, one of the first officers to lead all the men of his Company 
to the high ridge above Omaha.  He returned here 50 years later, introducing President Bill 
Clinton, who underscored his role for the cause of freedom. 	
 
It is also the history of Pvt. Charles Shay.  Charles could not be here today.  But we’re 
thinking of him.  We think of all the veterans who stayed home back in the U.S., whose gaze 
(and thoughts) on this day always turn to Normandy.  
 
All these stories have one thing in common: of men who have surpassed themselves, in 
defiance of their life, for a land that was not theirs, for people they had never seen before, 
resolute, as General Eisenhower has asked them, “to accept nothing less than full victory.”  
Those stories belong to the tens of thousands of stories that took place on D-Day – as many 
histories as soldiers who landed on these beaches.  
 
I have chosen to leave you with John’s story.  I leave out his last name to respect his wish not 
to put forward those who survive, but those who never returned.  John came ashore not far 
from here, at Utah Beach.  He made it that day.  During the liberation, he met a young French 
girl called Jacqueline, with whom he would have six children – 4 boys and 2 girls. 
  
John and Jacqueline now live in the U.S.  They have been married for 67 years.  Every year, 
they return to this place.  I had the honor of meeting John last year.  Every year, John goes 
alone to the beach to think back about all his comrades (his ‘buddies’) who fell besides him.  
For him, as it is for all the other veterans, the 6th of June 1944 was just yesterday.  
 
But it’s not a war memory that makes John’s history memorable.  It is what happened 
afterwards, years later.  This takes us to Sainte-Mère-Eglise, on June 6, 1988.  An eleven- 
year-old boy approaches John.  In his hands he holds a drawing for one of the American  



soldiers.  John promises to write him.  A friendship is born.  The young boy would go on 
vacation to the U.S. Two families become tied together.  
 
Today, Sébastien is 36 years old.  He is a firemen chief in Caen.  And the friendship is 
always there...ever stronger...exactly like the friendship that exists now for more than two 
centuries between France and the United States.  
 
I said earlier that one tries to get a sense of what happened here almost 70 years ago.  It’s the 
future that was written on these beaches – the future of a friendship, always made anew, 
between two countries (two allies) tied together for eternity.  
 
Thank you.  Vive la France.  And may God bless the United States of America.  
 


