Address by H.E. Ms. Bhaswati Mukherjee, Ambassador of India at the Book presentation on India Heritiage Day at National Archives in the Hague on 21 October ‘11 from 1130 to 1700 hrs 

H.E. Ms. Judith van Kranendank, Director General Culture and Media, Ministry of Education, Culture and Science,
Mr. Robert Parthesius, Director, Centre for International Heritage Activities, Leiden,

Mr. Bauke van der Pol,
Dear Friends and Colleagues,


It is with great pleasure that I am here today at this Book Presentation on India Heritage Day and to have the opportunity to address this distinguished gathering.  Having served as India’s Ambassador and Permanent Representative to UNESCO before coming here and India’s representative on the World Heritage Committee, this is an area of particular interest to me.
2.
The famous American poet of the 19th century, James Russell Lowell, had said, “Books are the bees which carry the quickening pollen from one to another mind.”  Mr. van der Pol’s book, in Lowell’s words, carries that pollen from Netherlands to India and back. The relationship between our two countries, historically warm and friendly, has been going through a period of rapid expansion.  Cultural interaction which goes back four centuries is one of the most important elements of our rich history and cultural heritage.  Dutch acquaintance with India’s historic heritage can be traced back to the renowned scholarship of Sanskrit and Vedic Texts, and to Buddhism, Archaeology, in short, to the very roots of Indian civilization.  The Kern Institute at Leiden University is one of the most eminent centres of Indology in the world.  Our preserved heritage stands as a monument to this historic relationship between India and the Netherlands and bodes well for the future.

3.
The noted Dutch scholar and Indologist Prof. Dirk Kolff, in one of the articles, had wondered, “Why it should be India, and not another place on the face of the earth, that should claim so much of the curiosity of the Dutch?”  He went on to note that in many ways, “India represents Europe’s most fascinating “Other.”  On the other hand, Europe’s curiosity with India has also been adequately reciprocated.” This is reflected in our shared values, our antiquity and traditions, our histories and cultures, our plurality and diversity, and the strategic role that we are both required to play in today’s rapidly changing world. We hold dear to our hearts the foundational ideals of special relevance to the modern world, ideas which demand a blend of the ancient and the contemporary, of the past and the future. 

4.
India and Netherlands established diplomatic relations in 1947, immediately after Independence.  The Dutch Ambassador in India in 1947 was only one of 3 Ambassadors present at our Republic Day Function on 15 August 1947.  In the modern world, there is much that India and the Netherlands share in common.  Our relations today have recaptured the vibrancy of the historic contacts as much through trade and technical cooperation as through the political values that both sides cherish.  Our two countries have, over the past sixty years, built up a tradition of mutual goodwill and cooperation based on respect for each other’s values and aspirations.  As two pluralistic societies based on human rights and fundamental freedoms, representing the fundamental values of democracies based on rule of law, both countries respect and promote the right and freedom of the various communities, people, religions and faiths that comprise them.  Both countries value each other as important economic partners.
5.
While India emerged as a modern independent democratic nation-state 60 years ago, India itself is of course much older with over 5000 years of continuous history that makes it one of the very few millennial civilizations in the world.  Over the centuries, despite the mighty Himalayas and oceans surrounding my country, India has received waves of foreign invaders, among the first being Alexander the Great in 326 BC.   Out of these waves of immigration have emerged the composite culture of India, making it truly the land of unity in diversity.  It is a country of assimilation, continuity and change.  Even today, many families in North India call their first sons “Sikander”, which is the Hindi name for Alexander.  It is important to remember that India is home to all religions, including to the World’s oldest Jewish community in Kerala.  There has never been any anti-semiticism in India.  All religions and cultures are welcome as indeed here in the Netherlands.
6.
When I was Director General for West Europe in Delhi from 1999 to 2004, I worked together with the then Dutch Ambassador H.E. Ambassador Peter Koch and later with Ambassador Eric Niehe to restore Dutch heritage in India.  This includes churches, cemeteries and other relics that have existed in India since the 17th Century and which we just saw in the presentation.  Many of you may not know that a most interesting 18th century post office has been restored in Cochin on the Malabar Coast a few years ago, a beautiful symbol of Dutch heritage in India.  The archival departments of States Government in India in collaboration with the Netherlands Government have ongoing projects aimed at restoring and preserving Dutch documents dating back to days of the Dutch settlements in Ahmedabad in Gujarat;  Pondicherry, Pulicat, Sadras and Nagapattinam in Tamil Nadu and Kochi in Kerala, as part of a memorandum of understanding signed between the Netherlands and India. 

7.
The shared heritage of India and the Netherlands is a link in the relations between the two countries that go beyond the commercial to the emotional and cultural. The two countries signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) on Cultural Cooperation, of which the preservation of shared heritage is a major thrust area. The MOU has run its full course and we are in the process of giving it a new shape so that the Indian and Dutch individuals and institutions that decide to work on preservation of this shared heritage will get the full support of both the Governments. 
8.
On 2nd October 2011, on the birthday of the Father of the Indian Nation, Mahatma Gandhi, we inaugurated the Gandhi Centre at the Hague, with the full support of the Dutch Government, civil society, the Hague Municipality and the Indian and Surinami Diaspora.  We are confident that this Centre which brings to the Netherlands the ever-enduring legacy of peace and non-violence by the very Apostle of peace in an increasingly troubled world would also serve to intensify cultural exchanges between our two countries as well as to develop intellectual and artistic contacts in a mutually beneficial manner.
9.
 I understand that the richly illustrated book by Mr. Bauke van der Pol portrays the Dutch East Indies Company’s heritage in India. As a guide, he leads the reader through fortresses, country houses, warehouses, factories and beautiful cemeteries with unique monuments. 

10.
I congratulate the author for bringing out this beautiful book.  I am confident that the readers would enjoy learning about the rich heritage shared by our two countries.  It would be imperative to translate the book into English as soon as possible so that it can also be read and enjoyed by an Indian audience.  I wish the book and the author all success.  
Thank You,
Jai Hind.

* * * *
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