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WWII Museum to honor 'Frenchies,' Cajun translators who
helped to win the war
BY JOHN POPE | CONTRIBUTING WRITER

APR 26, 2022 - 4:00 AM

John Pope
When Norris Morvant was growing up in Thibodaux, he was made to feel

ashamed. The reason: He spoke French.

When Morvant served in the Army Air Corps in World War II, he was selected to

work in the of�ce of Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower, the supreme allied commander

in Europe, and Gen. George Patton awarded him a Bronze Star. The reason: He

spoke French.

Morvant was one of thousands of Cajuns from south Louisiana and Acadians from

Canada who became assets to the Allied cause because they were �uent in

French, a language they had been pressured to give up in favor of English.

But because they were bilingual, these soldiers, sailors, airmen and Marines could

translate documents, decipher messages and speak directly with the people

whose countries the Allies were liberating. Some were recruited for the Of�ce of

Strategic Services, the forerunner of the CIA.

'We got along real well'

Alfred Benoit poses with unidenti�ed people in France, 1944
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“It was an honor,” said Morvant, 98, who didn’t speak English until he was 6. “I’m

so glad that I knew French because I was able to get around, and I didn’t have to

hesitate about talking to anyone. We got along real well.”

The contributions of these men, who were collectively known as Frenchies, will

be celebrated Wednesday at 2 p.m. in the National WWII Museum’s U.S. Freedom

Pavilion: The Boeing Center. Registration for the program will be conducted in

person and online.

Morvant, who was one of about

25,000 Cajuns who served in World

War II, will be one of three Frenchies

honored on Wednesday, along with

Addy Melancon and Shirley Guidry.

This salute represents the culmination

of an idea that began in eastern

Canada, which includes Cajuns’

ancestral home, and south Louisiana,

where Acadians migrated after the

British drove them out.

The last hurrah

Because the Frenchies are in their 90s

— or older — and because the U.S.

Department of Veterans Affairs

estimates that about 234 World War II

veterans are dying every day, “this is

kind of like the last hurrah for them,”

said Jason Theriot, who has

conducted oral-history interviews of about 200 Frenchies since 2000. “It’s a race

against time.”

Jason Theriot, left, interviews Norris Morvant in 2021 about Morvant's experiences as a French translator during World War II.

PHOTO COURTESY JASON THERIOT

Norris Morvant in 1944. Punished at home in Louisiana for

speaking French, Morvant and other Cajuns became integral to

the war effort during World War II thanks to their language

skills.  
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The Frenchies’ oral histories were the subject of his master’s thesis; a self-

published three-volume book, “To Honor Our Veterans: An Oral History of World

War II Veterans From the Bayou Country”; and the Frenchie Podcast, which is

available on all major podcasting platforms.

Theriot is working on another book about the Frenchies for the University of

Louisiana at Lafayette Press.

Theriot, a New Iberia native with a background in broadcast journalism, said he

was inspired to start the interviews after taking his grandfathers to the June 2000

opening of what was then known as the National D-Day Museum.

Canadian connection

The Canadian connection to this project also began in New Orleans. Noella De

Maina, who heads the political and public affairs section of the Canadian

consulate general in Dallas, had spent four years working in national defense.

Given that background, her time in New Orleans and a sense of history, De Maina

started to explore the ties between Acadians and Cajuns, whom she described as

“expelled Acadians.”

These French speakers from the United States and Canada “were posted together

and served together,” said De Maina, who likened them to the Navajo code talkers,

whose unwritten language was used to confuse the Japanese.

“They worked shoulder to shoulder,” she said, “but I don’t think this story was

ever told.”

U.S. Army mechanic Isadore Labbe with unidenti�ed people in France, 1944.
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De Maina, whose government gave Theriot some seed money for his project, said

she hopes he will come to Canada to conduct interviews there, adding, “We’re

trying to get as many stories as we can.”

One of Theriot’s interviewees was Morvant, who said that being a Frenchie was an

honor. In his of�ce, he grew accustomed to seeing the likes of Gen. Charles de

Gaulle, leader of the Free French forces, and Winston Churchill, the British prime

minister.

A badge of honor

Morvant, who frequently delivered messages to the front, got his biggest

assignment when he was ordered to deliver gasoline three days in a row to

Patton, who was preparing for what would become known as the Battle of the

Bulge.

“I carried 2,500 gallons of gas from Le Havre to Belgium, picked up an empty

truck and brought it back (full) the next day,” Morvant said. “When I went back to

headquarters, I was told to meet with a certain colonel. I thought I had done

something wrong, but Gen. Patton had sent me a Bronze Star.”

Because of the work of Morvant and his French-speaking colleagues, being called

a Frenchie was “a badge of honor,” Theriot said. “The experience in World War II

instilled in these veterans a renewed pride in their heritage that had not been felt

for several generations.”

Norris Morvant is shown with his Bronze Star medal, in 1944

PHOTO COURTESY MORVANT FAMILY

CONTACT JOHN POPE AT PINCKELOPES@GMAIL.COM.

mailto:pinckelopes@gmail.com


4/26/22, 11:56 AM WWII Museum to honor 'Frenchies,' Cajun translators who helped to win the war | Entertainment/Life | nola.com

https://www.nola.com/entertainment_life/article_59f4b364-c26b-11ec-9272-4346664d7be8.html 5/5






	newspaper
	NOLA Frenchies Article 4 26 22
	Screenshot 2022-04-26 12.39.54 PM
	Screenshot 2022-04-26 12.40.19 PM

