
October 19, 2020 

A Bloody Day 
 

On Saturday, the streets were so dangerous I was warned not to go out, even with my armed 

bodyguard. Saturday marked an historic day in Haiti. On this day, one of the slaves who led the 

violent overthrow of the French who had been brutalizing the slaves was killed. Not by the 

French, but by Haitians. His name was Jean-Jacques Dessalines. The leader of the revolution was 

Toussaint Louverture. The airport in Port-au-Prince is named in honor of him. Dessalines was his 

top lieutenant. When Louverture was betrayed and captured, Dessalines became the leader of the 

revolution. Under his leadership, the Revolutionary Army won many important battles and 

ousted the French from positions of power. Dessalines was responsible for ordering the execution 

of all French people on the island. The ensuing massacre took place in 1804. The death toll was 

estimated to be between 3000 and 5,000 people, including women, children, and the elderly.  
 

In time Dessalines became the leader of an independent Haiti under the 1805 constitution. Under 

his rule, Haiti became the first country in the Americas to permanently abolish slavery. In time, 

Dessalines was named Emperor of Haiti by the generals of the Haitian Revolutionary Army. He 

ruled as Emperor until he was assassinated on October 17, 1806. His harsh, autocratic rule (forced 

labor for blacks and confiscating land from whites) gave rise to many enemies. There is much 

uncertainty about who was behind the assassination. He was shot. His head was split open by a 

sabre’s blow. Then to make sure he was dead he was stabbed three times. The crowd shouted, 

“The Tyrant is killed.” The mob desecrated and disfigured his remains. A humble, black woman 

took the mutilated body and buried it. A monument at the northern entrance of Port-au-Prince 

marks the place were the Emperor was killed.  
 

 



It is interesting to note the it is Dessalines death that is celebrated not his birth. He has been 

reviled by generations of Haitians for his autocratic ways. In recent years the power structure in 

Haiti has tried to turn the assassinated Emperor into a symbol of nationalism. 
 

The trouble on the streets is an effort to prevent the President from making the annual visit the 

monument marking the place were Dessalines was killed. There was a city-wide effort to make 

movement in the city impossible, even for the President. 
 

The streets were so dangerous that I had to give many of our female staff members money so they 

could hire a motor-cycle taxi to take them home, as the tap-taps were not moving. 
 

In my book Hidden in the Rubble, which was about my experiences in Haiti just before and after 

the earthquake in 2010, I focused on the Haitian history of the last 50 years. However, I did offer 

a summary of the early history. 
 

 

Haiti’s history gives little reason for optimism. 
 

Haiti’s problem, at its core, is the tragic outcome of perhaps the most heinous racism the world 
has ever known. What began as an innocent landing in 1492, turned genocidal as the Tainos 
Indians died from European diseases such as smallpox introduced by the Spanish for which they 
had no immunity. Then, the Spanish killed off the remaining native population, and began 
importing Africans as slaves. The newly arrived slaves were overwhelmed and horrified by the 
brutal working conditions. Under the heavy burden of backbreaking work and disease, they died 
by the thousands, and were simply replaced by boatloads of fresh slaves who would in turn be 
ground into submission and death. 
 

In time, Spain ceded the island’s western third to France, and kept what is today’s Dominican 
Republic. The French took over where the Spanish left off and only treated the slaves worse. 
Slave labor produced enormous wealth for France, providing nearly half of France’s gross 
national product. The slaves produced 60% of all Europe’s coffee and 40% of all Europe’s sugar. 
The French could not build ships fast enough to transport fresh slaves to replace those who had 
been worked to death in the fields harvesting the sugar or in the wood-burning refining 
factories. Most slaves never lived long enough to see their 40th birthday. By the 1780’s, Haiti was 
importing 40,000 new slaves a year. Because Africa could not meet France’s ferocious appetite 
for slaves, slaves were purchased or kidnapped from nearby Jamaica and from Louisiana. The 
French used extreme barbarity to control the salves. A slacker slave would be buried up to his 
neck, doused in molten sugar and left for insects to devour. The thought of such a torturous 
death kept the slaves working past exhaustion. Eventually, the slaves revolted. Fueled by pent-
up anger over years of mistreatment and abuse, they retaliated by punishing the French 
measure for measure, unleashing a tsunami of torture, brutal dismemberment, slaughter of 
women and children, businessmen and community leaders. The hell that was already Haiti only 
deepened after that first massacre of the French by the Black slaves, as the oppressed became 
the oppressor. Humanity seems blind to the reality that returning evil for evil leaves no room 
for reconciliation. 
 

The story only continues a cycle of crime and punishment, with each spin bleaker and more 
heinous than the one before. It is the darkest history of any nation on earth. 
 

Haiti was born and bred in hatred, oppression, deprivation and despair. Empires came and went, 
flourished off that small island parcel, once paradise, today hell. Abandoned finally by its 



colonial parents who had abused it since its birth, too spent, too exhausted, too long oppressed, 
completely without any resources, with barely a glimmer of a vision of who it could be among 
its brother island nations, or even in the world, this spot of soil, like a small metastasizing boil 
on the earth, turned into a villainous rapacious seething time bomb, awaiting a match.   
 

The poor of Haiti have been maligned, forgotten and neglected for so long it seems it has taken 
nothing short of a cataclysmic earthquake claiming more than 200,000 lives for the world to 
focus on this tormented parcel of humanity and become aware of the torturous conditions so 
many endured before the earthquake which has resulted in an outpouring of compassion 
beyond anything the Haitians have ever before experienced. Out of so much death and 
destruction, something beautiful emerged…people reaching out to people, countless hands 
reaching out to help those in dire need. 

 

The note of optimism I expressed at the end of the piece has long since faded, overtaken by an 

acute sense of hopelessness. Haitians who have the means are fleeing Haiti, heading for the 

Dominican Republic or any place in the Caribbean or South America, especially Peru. Of course, 

the chronically poor are stuck. They have no options. 
 

Now I’m a witness to the history being made at this moment. 
 

Not Enough 
 

A woman staff member told me that her uncle died and the family does not have enough money 

to bury him. 
 

A male staff member told me he did not have enough money to pay his young son’s school 

tuition. 
 

Of course, not having enough money for an inexpensive tap-tap ride home is very common.  
 

The Haitian poor have an overwhelming sense of insufficiency.  
 

 


