Les Fleurs de la Memoire

For those of you who do not speak French, this title means “The Flowers of Memory”.  The  Flowers of Memory for what??  This is a long but interesting story.

Many years ago there was a far sighted man in Holland who thought that it would be a nice gesture to pay tribute to the many fallen American heroes who were lying in the Netherlands-American Cemetery at Margraten in Holland.  Here there are 8,400 American soldiers lying at rest, with nobody to ‘care for them’, and it is too far for their next-of-kin to visit them very often, if ever.  He organized the people of Holland to adopt these graves, and the result was an over-subscription by the people to adopt these graves.  The result being that every single grave was adopted, some by more than one family. This tradition of adoption is being handed down to the next generation, and in some cases it is in the hands of a third generation.

I dwelled on this wonderful idea and thought that it might be a good idea to try to initiate this type of program in other American Military cemeteries.
Having a very good and close friend in Normandy, France, I approached him with this idea, and we discussed it in much detail over several days.  At the end of this time, he, Mr. Claude Lavieille, agreed to attempt to do this in the nearby Normandy and Brittany Cemeteries, where a total of about 15,000 American soldiers – I mean Heroes – are buried – forever! Seldom will any of their next-of-kin ever be able to visit these graves, but, They Are NOT Forgotten!!

It has been five years since” Les Fleurs de la Memoire” was conceived and as of the last count, there have been over 7,600 graves adopted by the people of Normandy and many other places in France. We owe them a debt of gratitude for undertaking this task, which they do of their own will and are happy to do so, to pay tribute and respect to some soldier, whom they do not know, but HE gave his life for their Freedom and Liberty.  They do not know who this young man is, who gave his life in the prime of his life, but they consider him as “Their adopted son”.  They visit his grave frequently during the year and place flowers on his grave as a sign of respect and honor for what he did 65 years ago.
I am very fortunate to have been asked to return to Normandy to speak to the 5th Congress of “Les Fleurs de la Memoire” at the beginning of April, to express my appreciation to all of the members of this organization for their undying appreciation of the effort that these Heroes who gave their lives for the Liberty and Freedom that they and their children and grandchildren enjoy today.

It is very important that we make every effort to keep the memory of these heroes alive for as long as we can. However, since we are 3,000 miles away, it is not practical to believe that we can visit and pay tribute to these heroes very often, if ever, so we are very fortunate to have this organization, “Les Fleurs de la Memoire” to lend a hand in keeping this memory alive for us.

If any of you readers are interested in learning more about this organization, and if you have access to a computer, please look at:  http://fleursdelamemoire.free.fr and you will have a better concept of the goals of this organization.
Les Fleurs de la Memoire is aimed at the education of the younger generation and they discuss the cause and effect of WWII of their area, and how this has affected them today, and they are taken on educational trips to the Normandy & Brittany Cemeteries, particularly in the time period just before Memorial Day, and each child places a floral tribute on a grave of his choice.

It is a wonderful experience to be there on Memorial Day, when on special occasions, each child, stationed behind the grave marker on each grave site, has a white pigeon which is released upon command.  Such a tremendous sight, and the expression of the outpouring of Love of these children towards their Hero, is more than heart-warming!

Long may “Les Fleurs de la Memoire” live”!
Vive l’Ameirique!   Vive la France!

Frank W. Towers
3/06

P.S. My interaction with Les Fleurs de la Memoire, to forever memorialize our overseas veterans buried on foreign soil, was the basis on which I was acclaimed to be “The Outstanding Veteran of Alachua County in 2005.

From the total of 22,000 veterans in Alachua County, in the 19 military organizations of the County, each one was asked to nominate one veteran to be eligible to receive this award.

I was presented with the first “Jim McCawley Veterans Service Award for 2005” at the Santa Fe Community College on 28 January 2006.
Sequel – April 2006

On 2 April 2006, the 5th Congress of Les Fleurs de la Memoire was held at Coutances in Normandy, France, where I was the Guest of Honor.  This Congress was attended by about 500 members of the organization and this was their annual meeting to discuss their business and elect officers for the new year, as well as to pay tribute to its past President.

A tremendous tribute was paid to the late Claude Lavieille, co-founder of Les Fleurs de la Memoire, along with myself, for the initial founding and the continued success of the organization through these past 5 years.  A great exhibition was in place around the Hall, showing photos of the activities of the adults and children who were visiting the Brittany-American Cemetery and the Normandy-American Cemetery.

It has been a goal of the organization to foster the education of the younger generation, to make them aware of the sacrifices that were made by the young American soldiers who lie in the graves of these cemeteries. It is extremely heartwarming to look at these photos throughout the exhibition and see the faces of these young children, from ages of 4-5 years old up through high school age, 15-16 years of age, and see the expression of understanding and love for their ‘liberators’ of many years past, but not Forgotten.
Each child when visiting these Cemeteries, carries a small bouquet of flowers, usually grown in their own home gardens, and places it on the grave of their chosen “adopted son” whom they admire.

They are interested in learning about the reasons why they died, how and where they died, where they come from, what color were his eyes and hair and much more about his personality.

I had the opportunity to speak to a large group of high school students while visiting Omaha Beach, and to two bus loads of such children on the day that we visited the Normandy-American Cemetery, and they were thoroughly excited to be spoken to by ‘a real live Veteran of the WWII conflict’ and to get his story first hand. It was very enjoyable to speak to such an audience, as they were so intently interested in what I was saying to them.
After a short formal ceremony by the Les Fleurs de la Memoire members, and they in turn laid their flowers as a tribute to ‘their adopted son’, I spoke to them to remind them that “they” were the adopted parents of this soldier, as their own next of kin, in most probability, would never be able to visit his grave.

They all Promised:  “We Will Never Forget Them”!!

So it goes with the people of Normandy and most all of France – They still Love and Admire us as their Liberators who gave them Liberty and Freedom in 1944, and they have not forgotten us after all of these past sixty plus years, and they instill the thought into the minds of their children:  “Never Let This Happen Again”!

Frank W. Towers

April 2006
