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The Academic Conference on “500 Years of Friendship: The Church and the
Kingdom of Cambodia”, which is taking place today, has great historical significance
in delivering a great academic forum to reminisce about the friendly memories
between France and Cambodia during the past five centuries.

I would like to express my appreciation to the organizing committee of this
conference, which is a collaboration between the top management of three institutions:
the French Missionary Association, the Cambodian Historians Association and the
Department of History of the Royal University of Phnom Penh. The top management
of the International Education Institute (InterED) also actively participates with these
three institutions, all of which organizers and speakers are volunteers.

I would like to express my deep gratitude to excellencies, Lok Chumteav, Neak
Oknha, ladies and gentlemen for attending this opening ceremony.

I would also like to express my special thanks to excellencies, Neak Oknha,
ladies and gentlemen, outstanding professors of Khmer history, Khmer elites and
French and Khmer Christian experts who will share their knowledge and past
experiences on this subject to participants here and around the world virtually.

Taking this precious opportunity, I would like to share some views on the
relationship between the Church and the Kingdom of Cambodia as follows:

The year 1515 can be considered as an important year in the beginning of the
Christian presence in the Kingdom of Cambodia. The oldest source in this history is
the book entitled “The Explorations and missions of Doudart de Lagrée, 1883” (1883).
The first Catholic missionaries to arrive in Cambodia were the Portuguese Louis
Cardoso and Jean Madeira.

Doudart de Lagrée, the first representative of the French protectorate in
Cambodia, said that information on the Catholic mission in Cambodia came from the
“Archives of Ponhea Lue”, a Catholic city in which Monsignor Miche lived since the
middle of the 17th century, the French Catholic mission is the most important mission.

According to Francois Ponchaud’s book entitled the Cathedral by the Rice
Paddy (La Cathédrale de la riziere, 1990), in 1555 King Ang Chan saw a foreigner
named Gaspar da Cruz, a Portuguese, arrive at Lovek palace. This Christian came



from Malacca and landed in Peam, present day Ha Tien. Ponchaud valued Cambodia
as a “sanctuary for victims of religious persecution” (Cambodge, terre d’asile des
persécutés).

During these five centuries of “friendship between the Church and the
Kingdom of Cambodia”, there have been many good experiences and lessons of the
past for both nations, France and Cambodia. I would like to raise some important
points as follows:

1. The mission of civilization of the French Catholic clergies in Cambodia

During the colonial expansion of Europe between the 15th and 20th centuries,
civilization mission was a theory that was developed in France and in other European
countries considered to be a high civilization and have a mission to provide
“civilization” to non-European/non-Christians.

As a result of this theory, the French, the Catholic missionaries, spread
civilization in Cambodia, especially in the 19th century. In his book “Traveling in the
Kingdom of Siam, Cambodia and Laos” in 1858-61, Henri Mouhot described the
struggles of French Catholic missionaries such as Cordier, a pioneer of civilization in
Koh Sotin, who had been chronically ill for three years (Mouhot, pp. 145-46).

But at Borey Ponhea Lue, the residence of a French Catholic bishop, Monsignor
Miche, there were three missionaries “healthy and full of joy,” as opposed to when he
was in Cochinchina and in Bangkok, where they were in poor health and depressed.
(Moubhot, pp. 137-138).

At Borey Ponhea Lue, Monsignor Miche played an important role as an
intermediary between King Ang Duong and French Emperor Napoleon III. Due to
this good relationship, King Ang Duong chose the “French solution” (Solution
francaise) for the survival of his throne and the Cambodia nation.

It is important to remind that an article in the French press in Prey Nokor
published in September 1863 (Courrier de Saigon, séptembre 1863) highlighted: “...
having seen all those benefits, Admiral La Grandiere who governed Cochinchina,
reached out to meet with the King of Cambodia. This is a good opportunity to remind
that Cambodia is the only country in the Far East that has had religious tolerant on
Christianity. The Catholic priest Monsignor Miche assured that there was nothing to
complain about the conduct of officials who governed the territory at the provincial
and district levels. (Mouhot, p. 212)

2. High civilization of Khmer that French admires

Mouhot wrote: “Upon immediately seeing this temple (Angkor Wat), we lose
consciousness, have supernatural imagination, we look at with admiration, and with
respect, we remain silent because we cannot find the right words to admire an
architectural work that may not exist which is probably the only one on this planet.
(Mouhot, p. 194)

3. The Civilization Mission of the French Administrators in Cambodia

Doudart de Lagreé, the first representative of the French protectorate in
Cambodia, in his book entitled “Explorations and missions of Doudart de Lagrée,
1883” demonstrated efforts to compile Cambodian history as well as develop the



study of archeology and inscriptions to pave the way for extensive research on
Cambodia's past.

Afterwards, Jean Mora and Aymonier, both representatives of the French
protectorate, provided a good example for France and Cambodia to research and
document the history, culture and civilization of Cambodia to strengthen the position
of the Khmer nation after declined centuries before the arrival of the French.

The three representatives of the French protectorate were really accomplished
the great mission of civilization in Cambodia in the late 19th century.

4. Establishment of educational, religious and cultural institutions in the French era

Without religious affiliation, French officials sought to establish many
Buddhist and cultural educational institutions in Cambodia, such as the Pali School in
Phnom Penh in 1914, which became the Senior Pali School in 1922, and the Buddhist
Institute in 1930.

In conclusion, there are two important historical dissertations that illustrate the
friendship between France and Cambodia during the French Protectorate. Professor
Alain Forest titled his dissertation “History of a Conflict-Free Colony”. As for the
dissertation of Prof. Sorn Samnang, he concluded that “during the 90 years, France
shared with Cambodia the common destiny.”

Thank you.



