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The Torment of Hispaniola 
 

The Caribbean Island of Hispaniola is shared by Haiti and the Dominican Republic. Haiti was controlled 

by the French, while the Dominican Republic was controlled by the Spanish. Both the French and the 

Spanish used extreme violence to control the natives living on the island when they seized and occupied 

the land. Both nations inflicted harsh injuries on the people they encountered. On my road from 

Catholicism to Atheism back in my late 30’s, I encountered a book that made me angry at God and 

humanity. Titled Tears of the Indians, the book was written by Bartolomeo de las Casas. He was a 16th century 

Spanish landowner who became a priest and eventually a bishop. When he arrived on Hispaniola, he was 

a layman. He sailed on Christopher Columbus’s third voyage in 1498 and became a planter on Hispaniola 

in 1502. Later he became a Dominican friar and priest who was known as a protector of the indigenous 

people throughout the “new world.” He won fame as an historian and social reformer. He devoted his 

priestly life to protesting the mistreatment of the Indians. He worked in Guatemala, Peru, Cuba, Nicaragua, 

and Mexico. I can’t imagine what travel was like in those days; I need to stop complaining about JetBlue’s 

delayed flights.  
 

While the accuracy of some of Bartolomeo de las Casas’ accounts have called into question by historians, 

Tears of the Indians is widely regarded as an honest view of the violence and brutality that characterized at 

least part of the European incursion into the Americas. In Hispaniola, De Las Casas wrote: “I saw with my 

own eyes how Spaniards burned countless local inhabitants alive or hacked them to pieces, or devised 

novel ways of torturing them to death, enslaving those they took alive.”  The brutality and violence De Las 

Casas described throughout the America’s is hard to imagine let alone absorb. The vivid descriptions of 

the atrocities are sickening.  
 

The new wave of violence and barbarities being perpetrated by the gangs in Haiti on innocent people 

struggling for survival is a very old story on this tormented island.  

 

 
 

Tragedy Upon Tragedy 
 

The tragedy of the 2010 earthquake in Haiti forever changed my life. After I returned home following the week I spent 

filming the aftermath of the disaster, I could not stop thinking about Haiti. I knew I had to return. I did so in late 

March. The then editor of the National Catholic Reporter heard about my going back to Haiti and he invited me to be 

a correspondent for the weekly newspaper. Some years earlier, the newspaper published a long piece on my film 



ministry; afterward I stayed in close contact with the editor. He even wrote a blurb for my book on Haiti. The editor 

had a satellite phone delivered to me in California. The plan was to call him near the end of every day and give him a 

first-hand report of what I had seen…and felt. Every day I called him and had long, detailed conversations about the 

situation on the ground in destroyed city. One of the most heart-breaking calls as I stood among the rubble of a Catholic 

seminary in which about 100 seminarians and priests were killed. After each call, he would write a report for me. For 

two weeks, the newspaper carried a series of the reports. I was essentially a war correspondent. Of course, the editor 

improved my story-telling.  
 

The publisher and editor-in-chief of Orbis Books read my reports in NCR. Orbis Books had recently published my 

book Thoughts of a Blind Beggar. He asked me if I would write a book on my experience in Haiti. I could not believe 

I was being invited to write a book. The hitch was the book needed to be delivered within three months so it could be 

part of their Fall releases. In fact, they would showcase the book.  
 

Gulp. Writing a book in three months seemed impossible. So, of course, I said yes. For me, the book needed to have a 

spiritual core. I titled the book Hidden in the Rubble. The idea was to focus on the hands that were digging the 

injured and the dead out of the rubble and the hands that were treating the severely injured. The subtitle summed it 

up: A Haitian Pilgrimage to Compassion and Resurrection. I was surprised how well the book did. Orbis was 

thrilled to do a second printing.  
 

While the book was essentially about my experience during that second week of filming, I knew the book had to include 

a brief history of how Haiti came to be Haiti. Researching the history was the toughest part of writing the book. What 

I learned shocked and sickened me. I saw how oblivious I was to so much the worlds troubles even after filming in 

slums around the world for nearly ten years. 
 

Feeding the poor is easy. Exploring why they are poor is very challenging. Here is my historical overview which began 

on page 39 of the book, and covered four pages. Looking at it now, I got most of it right. But the part where I write 

about Aristide might have been a bit off in its interpretation of his historic presidency, especially in light of meeting 

him in person and having a long chat with him in his office. I’ve come to see a depth and passion in Aristide that I did 

not get from my reading about him.   

  

Gerald A. Drew, the former U.S. ambassador to Haiti (1957-1960), once said: “In Haiti, I believe nothing I 

hear, and only half of what I see.” Even by that hardnosed standard, everything about Haiti screams 

scarcity. There is a scarcity of food, clean water, and electricity. There is a scarcity of jobs and pocket money. 

There is a scarcity of education, health care, and technology. There is a scarcity of comfort and safety. There 

is a scarcity of mercy and truth. There is a scarcity of possibilities. And saddest of all, there is a scarcity of 

hope and dreams. And this inescapable, all-pervasive reality of scarcity existed before the earthquake. 
 

The history of Haiti offers countless clues why and how this island nation came to be as it is today, a country 

badly broken, virtually dysfunctional and deeply wounded by widespread corruption, constant political 

upheaval, military coups, unthinkable violence, rampant hunger and a bankrupt government. Even a 

broad-stroke look at Haiti’s history helps put the situation that existed before the earthquake in context. 

The history of Haiti reads like a sorrowful litany of tragedy upon tragedy, a long line of slaughter and 

assassinations, revolts and coups, despots and dictators, repression and cruelty. 
 

Nestled on the forested, western end of the island of Hispaniola, Haiti has been the scene of almost 

unrelieved heartache since it was spotted by Columbus in 1492. Within a century, the rapacious Spanish 

colonists had slaughtered the original inhabitants. After Haiti was ceded to France, it became the richest 

colony in the Americas, though 90% of its people were destitute slaves. After a slave revolt, Haiti became, 

in 1804, the second American nation to gain independence. A line of despots ensued, and revolts against 

them; in 1915 the U.S. Marines entered Haiti and began the U.S. occupation of the country. The United 



States rewrote the Haitian constitution and insured only Haitian politicians who supported our economic 

interests rose to the presidency. Only in 1940s did Washington call the Marines home and cede control. 
 

Francois Duvalier, elected in 1957 thanks to U.S. backing, turned Haiti into a police state that he ruled until 

his death in 1971. Duvalier’s rise to power put an end to a century-long period when Haiti’s mulatto elite, 

with U.S. help, ran the country. The dark-skinned Duvalier rode a tidal wave of black power into the 

presidency. Then he used the office to fatten his own bank account while impoverishing the nation. For 14 

years he ruled like an old-fashioned, iron-fisted dictator, killing anyone who opposed him. And to 

punctuate his point, he often left the corpses on the street corner. He even killed entire families by locking 

them in their homes and then setting the house on fire. His vast network of exceedingly violent thugs was 

a menacing force feared by everyone. The Kennedy administration gave Duvalier financial aid to help build 

an airport in exchange for Haiti’s vote to expel Cuba from the OAS. Noam Chomsky notes, “Kennedy also 

provided the bloodthirsty killer with military assistance as part of a general program of extending U.S. 

control over the security forces in Latin America….”  
 

As he approached death, Papa Doc, as he was known, bequeathed the country to his bungling 19-year-old 

son, Jean-Claude Duvalier, who was dubbed Baby Doc. The son ruled in the same cruel and corrupt manner 

as his father for 15 years, until he was overthrown and forced to flee the country on February 7, 1986 aboard 

a United States cargo plane that also carried Baby Doc’s BMW. During 29 years of rule, the Duvalier’s 

ignited unparalleled Haitian-on-Haitian violence. They amassed a vast fortune for themselves and left the 

nation deeply in debt and completely impoverished. As Jean-Claude and his family winged their way to 

France, the Haitian’s began to loot and destroy every building associated with the father and son’s back-

to-back reign of terror. In a furious attempt to expunge Duvalierism from their system, they smashed 

furniture and set files on fire. And they also slaughtered some of the Duvalier’s associates.  
 

After an interregnum, the army took over, promising reform but delivering repression. In 1990, Jean-

Bertrand Aristide, a populist Catholic priest and charismatic champion of the poor, won the first free and 

fair democratic election in the country’s history. Sadly, Aristide was not immune to the negative 

temptations of power, and employed bully-like tactics that engendered mistrust among Haiti’s elite. Aided 

by foreign meddling, the military soon ousted Aristide. International condemnation led to a trade embargo, 

concessions by coup leaders, the reneging on the concessions, and renewed embargoes. Aristide managed 

to regain the presidency, but his second term also was short-lived and he now lives in exile with his wife 

in South Africa. Aristide was followed by the current president, René Préval, a passive, ineffectual leader 

who seems to be sleep-walking his way through the job. In the aftermath of the earthquake he has been 

living in a tent virtually missing in action.  
 

Aristide spent many years living in exile in Africa with his wife Mildred. He earned a doctorate degree in African 

languages. He returned to Haiti in 2011. While he was president for the second time, Aristide built housing for the 

poor and started many public schools throughout Haiti. He offered free health care for the poor. His work on behalf of 

the poor was not appreciated by the elite. They opposed him at every turn. Aristide was a president for the poor. Upon 

his return to Haiti, he resumed his work on behalf the poor. He opened a university and built a hospital that will open 

soon. While he was president he built and opened the Peace Hospital in which I’ve spent many, many hours over the 

last seven years. In my in-depth conversation with him, I saw a passionate man who deeply cared about the poor. He 

was rooted in liberation theology. We spoke about Fr. Gustavo Gutiérrez, who is the Dominican priest from Peru who 

is considered to be the father of liberation theology.  
 

Aristide’s true concern for the plight of the poor and his attempts to curb the business influence of the elite doomed 

his presidency. Among the people I know in Haiti, Aristide is help in the highest regard. I did not know any of this 



part of Haiti’s history when I wrote Hidden in the Rubble. The people in control of the media painted a different 

portrait of Aristide. The presidents who came after Haiti sold off huge assets of the nation to foreign investors and 

businesses whose only interest was making money. Aristide refused to make such deals; he wanted everything to 

benefit Haiti. For instance, the two main cellphone providers in Haiti are operated by foreign companies who have no 

interest in improving their service which is abysmal. The United States continues to back the wrong politicians, 

including the guy who is presently in charge and doing absolutely nothing to turn the country around. The rulers 

and the powerful of Haiti like things just the way they are. And that last sentence is precisely the point and the 

problem. 
 

The main reason Aristide was ousted (twice) is because foreign countries only saw Haiti as a colony in which they 

could extract profit for the benefit of their countries. Anyone trying to figure out why Haiti is such a dreadful place, 

they will eventually ask the key question: Why would a Catholic priest who only cares about the poor be allowed to 

run Haiti? The poor voted for Aristide. The elite and the powerful forced him out. 
 

The poor are essentially slaves. They have no right to happiness and food security in a colony. Having someone who 

cares about the rights of the poor running the country would mean freedom for the slaves, freedom from the prison of 

poverty. They would have freedom to have good food, freedom to have a good education, freedom to have access to good 

health care, freedom to travel. The pattern that existed after the Spanish and the French stole the country is being 

repeated today. It is the same slavery pattern only in a different form. What gave the United States the right to rewrite 

the Haitian constitution that insured that only Haitian politicians who supported America’s economic interest rose 

to power? 
 

Jovenel Moïse was assassinated in his own bed just months before his term as president ended because in the waning 

days of his presidency, he had an epiphany of sorts. After years of feeding the wealthy, he decided that the rest of the 

economic pie be given to the poor. He wanted to provide electricity for all the people throughout Haiti. To put it in the 

simplest of terms, it was as if 90% of the wealth went to the rich and the powerful and President Moise suggested 

giving a measly 10% to the poor. His slogan became “the rest is for the poor.” For making such a declaration he was 

shot in his own bed. This is the reality of Haiti. The poor understand this. They see the injustice. They feel sting of 

oppression. Some pick up a gun, join a gang, and feel a sense of power.  
 

As I wrote this, it was Flag Day in Haiti. May 18, 2022. It was a holiday. Everything was closed. The kids marched 

around the yard waving little flags and singing patriotic songs. As I watched our teenage girls, some of who whom 

are now 13, 14, and 15 years old, I wondered about their future. One is now 16. Within a few years, they will all be 

outside of Santa Chiara…and they will be crushed by the same system that oppresses the poor. It is very depressing. 
 

I began this by suggesting the barbarity of the gangs is not anything new. It began when the Europeans stepped foot 

on to the island of Hispaniola. But in a sense, the barbarity in Haiti today is worse than what the Spanish and French 

did because now it is Haitians committing the barbaric acts against Haitians. 
 

Back to the text from my book. I especially like this end section. 
 

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. 
 

Of course, all that goodwill and help dissolved very quickly and things continued to go from bad to worse to 

unthinkably brutal and barbaric.  
 

The match has been lit. 

 

 


