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Monsieur l’Ambassadeur, Mesdames et Messieurs, 
Cher Colonel Vincent Martinelli, 
 
I am very pleased to welcome you all to the Residence of France. It is a real 
privilege and a pleasure for me to receive you, Colonel Vincent Martinelli, US 
Army Defense Attaché in the Netherlands, and to bestow upon you the Médaille 
d’or de la defense nationale. 

I will start with apologies, “mon colonel”. I know indeed you speak a perfect 
French. You started to learn it in the United States and kept practicing while 
studying in Paris and then while serving at our Commandement des operations 
spéciales. I’m told you master the French langage to the point of being able to 
sing Alain Souchon’s “On avance, on avance….”, which you will certainly do 
in a few minutes. I will however speak English, or at least try, in order for all 
your guests, friends and colleagues gathered here this afternoon to understand 
what I’m about to say about this medal and your merits. 

 Let me first explain that the médaille de la Défense nationale, created by the 
French Minister of Defense, Charles Hernu, in 1982, rewards particularly 
honorable and distinguished services to the defense of my country. The gold 
medal is the highest rank of this decoration. It was awarded, just to give you a 
few and recent examples, to General Tom Middendorp, former Commander of 
the Royal Netherlands Armed Forces, and Brigade General Mac Mootry, 
Commanding General of Korps Mariniers when they fought in Afghanistan 
shoulder to shoulder with French Forces. You will so be in good company. 

Colonel Martinelli,  
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You started your career at the United States Military Academy in West Point. As 
you all know, this prestigious school was established in 1802, what you may not 
know, the same year as the not less prestigious French Military Academy of 
Saint-Cyr. Many brilliant American officers started there and many of them 
participated in the liberation of France later on. We French have so a special 
bond of admiration and gratefulness to this great Academy. 

You also studied in Paris, first at Collège Interarmées de Défense, our Joint 
Command and General Staff College, and in 2015 at Institut des Hautes Etudes 
de Défense Nationale, our National Defense Academy, before preparing for the 
position of United States Army Attaché in the Netherlands as of 2016. 

In 2011, you returned urgently to Paris, in the midst of a very serious hostage 
crisis in Africa, in order to develop the cooperation between American and 
French Special Forces. You were the first allied liaison officer to the French 
Special Operations Command. It might have been a big change and challenge 
for you. Some say it was even more a challenge for the whole organization. You 
may tell us a bit about this remarkable experience in a few minutes time. 

You immediately established a relationship based on trust with the French 
Commander for Special Operations and direct contact with Admiral Mc Raven, 
succeeded by General Votel, as commander of the US Special Operations. 

Thanks to your action, the French and American Special Forces had a strong and 
efficient connection and the same again when American Special Forces 
deployed in Europe, Africa and Afghanistan. In Afghanistan, for instance, you 
have facilitated the integration of French Special Forces into the American 
command. 

Beyond Afghanistan, as a special forces officer, you have deployed to places 
and theaters of operations among the most challenging and demanding: Jordan, 
Djibouti, Burkina Faso and Mali. You were with General Gomart when Tessalit 
and Kidal in Mali were taken back. In Somalia, you contributed to American 
support during an operation to rescue French hostages.  

In a nutshell, you were truly the very first to connect American and French 
Special Forces. This remarkable cooperation now allows for strategic 
commitments and unprecedented tactical effectiveness between our two armies.  

Mon Colonel, we are awarding you the National Defense Gold Medal not only 
for who you are but also for what you have accomplished. We are honored to 
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present you with this decoration, a symbol of your exemplary commitment and 
of the gratitude of our armed forces. 

Colonel Vincent Martinelli, au nom de la ministre des Armées nous vous 
décernons la médaille d’or de la défense nationale./. 
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