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Visiting a President 
 

There is one name the looms large over the last quarter century of the history of Haiti: Jean- 

Bertrand Aristide. He was President of Haiti on three separate occasions. Aristide was a former 

Catholic priest (a member of the Salesian order) who was a leading champion of the poor and 

disenfranchised. A proponent of liberation theology, Aristide was appointed to a parish in Port-

au-Prince in 1982 after completing his studies to become a priest. He was president of the 

country in December 1991, 1994–96, and 2001–04.  
 

In 1990 the priest-turned-politician won Haiti’s first free democratic election with more than 67% 

of the vote and was inaugurated on February 7, 1991. As president he initiated a literacy program, 

dismantled the repressive system of rural section chiefs, and oversaw a drastic reduction 

in human rights violations. His reforms, however, angered the military and Haiti’s elite, and on 

September 30, 1991, Aristide was ousted in a coup. On October 1st, he fled Haiti for Venezuela. 

He lived in exile until October 15, 1994, when the military, faced with a U.S. invasion, agreed to 

let Aristide return to power. He resigned from the priesthood and resumed the presidency, and, 

although he remained popular with the masses, he was unable to find effective solutions to the 

country’s economic problems and social inequalities. Barred constitutionally from seeking a 

consecutive term, he stepped down as president at the end of his tern in February 1996. February 

7, 1996, Haiti saw the first smooth transition from one president to another in their history as 

Rene Préval is sworn in as the 41st president of Haiti. (Yes, the then new president was a relative 

of our very own Gabens Preval.)  
 

In 1997 Aristide formed a new political party, the Lavalas Family, and in December 2000 he was 

again elected president with more than 90% of the vote. Although the opposition boycotted the 

election and charges of electoral fraud led to international calls for new or runoff elections, the 

results were declared official, and Aristide was inaugurated io February 7, 2001. A coup against 

Aristide failed in July 2001, but during the next several years opposition to his rule increased. By 

February 2004, antigovernment protests turned into a full-scale rebellion. By February 25th rebel 

forces had surrounded Port-au-Prince and declared their plans to arrest Aristide. On February 

29, 2004, Aristide resigned  as president and fled with his wife on board a US military plane to 

the Central African Republic. Despite efforts by the United States to ensure that he remain in 

South Africa—where he had been living in exile—he returned to the country several days prior 

to the presidential runoff elections of March 2011. 
 

That is just a thumbnail sketch of Aristide’s significance in Haiti. It takes no sides in the political 

debate. In truth, it is very complex and difficult to understand. Over the years, I waivered in my 

opinion of Aristide. I think he was a good man who did his best to change things for the poor. 

But he came up against strong opposition who wanted things to stay the way they were. I think 

he did some bad things in order to get things done, to change the system. Some say he resorted 

to violence. There seems to be no doubt that the gangs play a huge role in the political life of Haiti.  

Under Aristide’s presidency, gangs took on more influence, especially in deeply impoverished 

areas such as Cité Soleil, where the grinding poverty contrasts sharply to that of the wealth found 
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in Pétionville, a plush suburb home to many of the country’s elite. Many of the gangs loved 

Aristide’s support of the poor his criticism of Haiti’s elite and foreign meddling. Before he was 

ousted from power for a second time in 2004, Aristide was linked to armed groups called 

“Chimè” or “ghosts.” These guys were brutal. I have no way of knowing if Aristide directed them 

or they acted on their own. What is knowable is that the associations between political leaders 

and gangs have continued since the time of Aristide.  
 

All of this so far is merely a necessary prelude to what I want to say. 
 

Since our marriage, I’ve become increasingly aware that Dr. Stéphanie was in somewhat regular 

private communication with former President Aristide. Even before we got married, I knew she 

had been inside his home on at least a few occasions. Most of their communications is on a social 

media site. The first time she received a message from Aristide in my presence, I assumed she 

was one of many to whom he was writing. She said no. It was a private, personal message sent 

to her. She even showed me they how they each hide their true identity in case she loses her 

phone. 
 

I assumed their connection had something to do with the fact the she graduated from a medical 

school founded by Aristide and operates in harmony with a hospital he founded. I was wrong. 

Their “friendship” goes back a long, long way…back to the days President Aristide was known 

as Fr. Aristide, the parish priest at St. John Bosco Church in Port-au-Prince. One of Fr. Aristide’s 

closest friends was a parishioner…who happened to be the brother of Steph’s grandmother. The 

brother and the priest looked very much alike. Fr. Aristide’s fierce support of the poor was not 

viewed by the elite and powerful of Haiti. They decided to shut Aristide up…permanently, by 

killing him. One day, they hired assassins entered the church. They thought Steph’s grand-

mother’s brother was Aristide. They shot and killed him, along with a number of other people 

inside the church at the time.  
 

Aristide was crushed by the loss of his friend. He stayed in touch with his friend’s sister…and 

her family, especially a young Stéphanie. Steph grew up to attend the medical school founded by 

Aristide. He frequently invited her to his home, which was not far from the university.  
 

On Tuesday, Aristide’s secretary sent Steph a message inviting her to a meeting with Aristide on 

Wednesday afternoon at 2:30pm. Early the next morning Steph received news of the purpose of 

the meeting. Aristide wanted her to be on a team of alumni who would oversee all aspects of the 

ceremony. We arrived at the unmarked gate of the former president’s home at 2:20pm for the 

2:30pm. The guard was expecting Steph and he waived us in. It was like entering a park. The long 

road to the home was boarded by a grassy park…with peacocks strutting about. Steph knew 

exactly where to drive and park. We knocked on an internal wall. The security people let us in 

and escorted us to the secretary’s office. Just before 2:30pm, another six women entered the 

waiting room. One was doctor, two were nurses, two were lawyers, and the last woman was an 

administrator of the university.  
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Moments before the women were escorted to Aristide’s office, I was told I needed to wait outside. 

Not just outside the house, but outside the interior wall. So, I hung out with the peacocks. I 

counted 14 of them.  
 

After the meeting as the other women (nurses, a doctor, and lawyers) were leaving the meeting, 

Steph had a private word with Aristide. She told him about our marriage on December 18th. He 

congratulated her. She mentioned that he and I had something in common: we were both Orbis 

authors. He said he would call and set up a private meeting with me and Steph so he could learn 

more about me. Later in the day, Steph received a message that her presence was needed at the 

university at 8:00am on Thursday morning. I drove her. The meeting was held in the large 

auditorium where the graduation will be held in mid-March. I saw Aristide arrive. Security 

would not allow me into the auditorium and made me move far from the entrance. The meeting 

last four hours. I did a lot of reading. 
 

The campus is beautiful. Looks as nice as any university campus I’ve visited in the States. It was 

peaceful, as students walked to and from various buildings. The hospital is adjacent to the 

university. The campus is the largest and best-looking university campus in all of Haiti. All of 

Haiti should look so calm and clean, free of strife and all manner of ugliness. I wouldn’t mind 

hanging out there every day. 
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