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DEDICATION

To the people of Haiti, whose history continues to stand as one of the most powerful testimonies of human courage, resistance, and dignity. Especially to my dear friend-brother Maxim Dufort, and Pedro Gonzales. (El pesao)

To all nations and peoples who have suffered under slavery, colonial domination, economic exploitation, and historical injustice.

To the memory of those whose names were never written in official archives, but whose sacrifices helped shape the meaning of freedom.

May the people of Haiti search deeply and wisely for the true source of their redemption, not in revenge, hatred, or resentment, but in justice, truth, unity, reconstruction, and moral clarity.

May they never be led to plant hatred against the Dominican Republic, a neighboring people who are not their enemies, but their brothers and sisters on the other side of the same island. History has known wars, wounds, conflicts, and painful massacres between both peoples, but the future must not be built upon inherited hostility.

Haiti and the Dominican Republic are called to understand one another, to respect one another, and to seek coexistence with dignity, sovereignty, justice, and peace.

And to every reader who believes that truth, memory, and justice must never be separated from reconciliation, responsibility, and hope.
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Prologue
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This book was born out of a question that haunted me for years, every time I saw the images of Haiti on the news: malnourished children, streets taken over by gangs, women fleeing their burned houses. The question was always the same: why is Haiti so poor?

The official responses were repeated like a mantra: corruption, mismanagement, lack of democratic culture, natural disasters. They all pointed inwards. All suggested that Haitians had what they deserved. But something didn't fit. Because Haiti was not always poor. Before the revolution of 1791, Saint-Domingue was the richest colony in the world, the pride of the French empire. Its sugar and coffee plantations fed Europe. Its ports moved more goods than Marseilles. How do you go from opulence to misery in just two centuries?

The answer, I discovered, was not in the textbooks we use in school. It was in dusty archives in Paris and Port-au-Prince, in letters from kings and slaves, in treaty clauses that no one remembers. And it was as simple as it was chilling: France, the former metropolis, imposed an impossible debt on Haiti in exchange for recognizing its independence. Haitians paid for 122 years. And that payment was the hemorrhage that emptied the country of its future.

This book is the result of that research. It is not a work of cold erudition; it is an act of narrative justice. We wanted to tell the story of Haitian debt as it has never been told: from its origins in plantation violence, through the revolution that changed everything, to the extortion of 1825 and its consequences in Haiti today. We wanted to give voice to those who remained silent: the slaves who never learned to write, the peasants who abandoned their lands, the intellectuals who denounced injustice, the activists who still fight for restitution today.

We also wanted to respond to the sceptics. To those who say that "that was a long time ago". To those who argue that "today's French are not to blame". To those who believe that restitution is a utopia. With economic data, with historical documents, with international comparisons, we show that the debt of 1825 was a crime against financial humanity, and that France has a moral – and perhaps also legal – obligation to make amends for it.

But this book is not only about the past. It's about the present and the future. In the pages that follow, the reader will find an analysis of Haiti's current crisis—gangs, hunger, state collapse—and a direct connection to the historical bloodletting. You will also find a concrete proposal for restitution: how much, how, when. Because we believe that justice is possible, but it does not come alone. It must be demanded, it must be designed, it must be built.

Writing this book has been, for us, an act of hope. Not the naïve hope of those who believe that the world will change on its own, but the active hope of those who know that memory and organization can move mountains. Haiti already moved a mountain in 1804: it defeated Napoleon's armies and founded the first black republic in the world. You can move it again. But this time he will not be alone. This book is a grain of sand in that direction.

Hopefully, the reader, when he closes the last page, will feel that he can no longer look at Haiti with the same eyes. I hope he knows that the debt is not only France's to Haiti, but the rich world's to the poor world, from the present to the past. And hopefully he will join, from his place, the demand that, at last, justice be done.
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EPILOGUE

THE FREEDOM THAT STILL DEMANDS JUSTICE

INTRODUCTION

Haiti-France: Misery for Freedom is a historical, political, economic, and moral examination of one of the greatest injustices imposed upon a free nation in modern history: the forced indemnity that France demanded from Haiti in 1825 as the price for recognizing Haitian independence.

This book begins with a central question: how did Saint-Domingue, once the richest colony in the world, become Haiti, one of the poorest nations in the Western Hemisphere? The answer cannot be reduced to corruption, political instability, natural disasters, or administrative failure. Those factors exist, but they do not explain the origin of the wound. To understand Haiti’s misery, one must return to the plantation system, the violence of French slavery, the Haitian Revolution, and the financial punishment imposed upon the first Black republic in the world.

Before 1791, Saint-Domingue was the economic jewel of the French Empire. Its sugar, coffee, indigo, cotton, and ports generated extraordinary wealth for France and for European capitalism. But that wealth was built upon the suffering of enslaved Africans whose lives were consumed by a system that treated human beings as disposable instruments of production. The apparent prosperity of the colony was, in truth, a structure of organized violence.

The Haitian Revolution changed the course of world history. It was the only successful slave revolution ever recorded. Enslaved men and women defeated French colonial power, resisted Napoleon’s military expedition, abolished slavery in their territory, and founded Haiti in 1804. But independence did not bring peace. The world’s slaveholding and colonial powers isolated Haiti diplomatically, economically, and politically. Haiti had won freedom, but the international order refused to forgive it for doing so.

In 1825, France sent warships to Haitian waters and forced the young republic to accept an indemnity of 150 million gold francs. Haiti was required to compensate former French colonists for the loss of their “property,” including enslaved human beings. This was not a legitimate debt. It was an act of financial coercion imposed under military threat. Haiti was forced to pay for the very freedom its people had already earned with blood.

For 122 years, Haiti transferred enormous resources to France and to French financial institutions. Money that could have built schools, roads, hospitals, ports, farms, universities, courts, and public institutions was diverted to satisfy a debt born from colonial injustice. The result was not merely economic loss. It was structural impoverishment, political instability, institutional weakness, and a permanent interruption of national development.

This book argues that Haiti’s present crisis cannot be honestly analyzed without confronting this historical foundation. Gang violence, hunger, weak institutions, foreign dependency, and social collapse did not emerge from a vacuum. They are connected to a long chain of external pressures, internal wounds, and financial extraction that began with slavery and continued through debt, occupation, dictatorship, and international neglect.

Haiti-France: Misery for Freedom also examines the current debate on restitution. It reviews historical documents, economic calculations, international comparisons, legal arguments, moral obligations, and possible mechanisms for repayment. It studies models of repair from South Africa, Germany and Namibia, the United States, and other historical cases. It asks a direct question: if a nation was forced to pay an unjust debt under threat of war, does justice require symbolic recognition only, or material restitution as well?

The purpose of this book is not to promote hatred against France or against the French people. Its purpose is to expose a historical truth, defend the dignity of Haiti, and propose a serious path toward justice. Recognition without restitution is incomplete. Apology without repair is insufficient. Memory without action becomes ceremony. Justice requires truth, responsibility, and material correction.

This work is also a call to the Haitian diaspora, civil society, scholars, international organizations, and people of conscience throughout the world. Haiti’s story is not only a Haitian story. It is a global story about slavery, capitalism, colonialism, debt, race, law, sovereignty, and the moral limits of international power.

Haiti was punished for being free. This book insists that such punishment must not be forgotten, minimized, or normalized. The debt imposed on Haiti was not only an economic transaction; it was a historical crime disguised as diplomacy. To understand Haiti is to understand that freedom, in its case, was not simply won once on the battlefield. It had to be paid for, year after year, by generations who inherited the bill for their ancestors’ liberation.

This executive introduction invites the reader to enter the pages that follow with historical seriousness and moral clarity. Haiti does not need pity. Haiti needs truth, justice, restitution, institutional reconstruction, and a fair place in the history of human freedom. The struggle that began in 1791 has not ended. It continues in memory, in law, in economics, in diplomacy, and in the conscience of the world.
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The richest colony in the world: Saint-Domingue before the revolution
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1.1. A small paradise for the few
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In 1789, when the Bastille fell in Paris and the whole of Europe held its breath, there was a place in the Caribbean where the sun shone on a perfect money-making machine. It was called Saint-Domingue, and it occupied the western half of the island that is now shared by Haiti and the Dominican Republic. It was, in crude terms, the most valuable colony ever possessed by any European empire.

The figures are difficult to process even for economic historians. Saint-Domingue produced 40 percent of all the sugar consumed in Europe. It produced 60 percent of the coffee. Its indigo, cotton and cocoa plantations supplied the courts and bourgeois homes of the Old Continent. The volume of trade leaving its ports—Le Cap Français (now Cap-Haïtien), Port-au-Prince, Les Cayes—exceeded that of Marseilles, France's main port on the Mediterranean. In a few years, Saint-Domingue generated more wealth than all the thirteen British colonies in North America combined.

For the metropolis, the colony was an irreplaceable dairy cow. The ships sailed from Bordeaux, Nantes and La Rochelle loaded with manufactured goods, tools and wine; they returned crammed with sugar and coffee that were sold at exorbitant prices in the protected markets of the exclusive French colonial system. Exclusif  —the rule that forced the colonies to trade only with the mother country—ensured that every pound of sugar, every coffee bean, every leaf of indigo contributed to the aggrandizement of France. The shipowners of the French Atlantic ports amassed fortunes that are still held today by illustrious surnames. The bankers of Paris financed plantations they never saw. Aristocrats bought securities and land with dividends from the sweat of others.

But that splendour had a price that no one in France wanted to calculate. Because the economic miracle of Saint-Domingue did not work with steam or wind. It worked with human flesh. And human flesh, in that tropical hell, was consumed at a rate that no other place in the world equaled.
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1.2. The Meat Machine
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The population of Saint-Domingue on the eve of the revolution was about 560,000 human beings. Of those, approximately 500,000 were black slaves. About 40,000 were white settlers—the grands blancs (great whites) landowners and petits blancs (small whites) artisans and merchants—and about 30,000 were affranchis, free people of African or mixed-race descent, many of them themselves slave owners.

The ratio was grotesque: for every free person, there were nearly ten slaves. This demographic disproportion was not accidental. The French slave system was not designed to perpetuate a stable slave population, as was the case in some regions of the United States where slaves had families and some reproductive stability. In Saint-Domingue, slaves were treated as disposable tools. The French planters coldly calculated that it was cheaper to import a new slave from Africa, exploit him to exhaustion in seven or ten years, and replace him, than to provide him with sufficient food, adequate rest, or humane working conditions.

The numbers confirm it. Between 1764 and 1771, the East India Company and other traders introduced some 150,000 African slaves into the colony. In that same period, the slave population increased by only 24,000 people. The difference, more than 120,000 human beings, had died of hunger, beatings, exhaustion, diseases contracted in the flooded rice fields or in the cane fields where they worked eighteen hours a day under a sun that peeled the skin.

The testimonies of the time are shocking. Jesuit missionary Jean-Baptiste Labat, who visited the colony in the early eighteenth century, described the usual punishments: "They whip them until the bones are exposed; then salt and lemon are applied to the wounds; they bury them up to their necks and smear their heads with molasses so that insects can devour them alive." Labat did not write as an abolitionist. He wrote as a neutral witness to practices that he considered normal.

Baron de Wimpffen, a French aristocrat who traveled through Saint-Domingue in the 1780s, left an even more explicit account: "I have seen a master have a slave girl's teeth pulled out so that she could not eat the sugar she harvested. I have seen another sew the lips of a slave who had protested against the ration of food. I've seen dozens hanging by their hind legs in coffee dryers, left there until they slowly bled to death." Wimpffen added, with brutal honesty: "If heaven exists, these masters will burn in hell."

But heaven did not intervene. And the masters continued to do what they did for a century: import Africans, work them to death, import others. The slave trade to Saint-Domingue was the most intense in the world. The ports of the west coast of Africa—Whydah, Cape Coast, Gorée—saw millions of people depart, chained in the holds of French ships. The journey, the so-called "middle passage", lasted two to three months. Mortality on board ranged from 10 to 20 percent. The bodies of those who did not survive were thrown into the sea, without ceremony, without name, without registration.
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1.3. The black code that protected no one
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In theory, French slavery was regulated by an advanced body of law for its time: the Code Noir (Black Code), promulgated by Louis XIV in 1685. The document, with barely sixty articles, established rules that seemed humanitarian on paper. It prohibited separating parents from their children under fourteen years of age. It demanded that slaves be baptized and educated in the Catholic faith. He forced the masters to provide them with sufficient food and clothing. It limited physical punishment and prohibited torture.

In practice, Code Noir did not apply in Saint-Domingue. The planters systematically ignored it, and the colonial authorities—appointed by the king but financed by the planters—never had an interest in enforcing it. The punishments were still brutal. Families broke up in slave markets just as easily as a contract for the sale of cattle was broken. Food was scarce and bad: slaves received rations of corn or sweet potatoes, sometimes so rotten that they caused diseases. The dress consisted of a piece of cloth to cover the genitals; many worked naked.

Article 38 of the Code Noir stated that if a slave beat his master or his master's wife, he should be executed. But the masters could beat their slaves with total impunity. And they did. Travelers' accounts mention slaves with their backs turned into a single keloid scar, slaves who had had an Achilles tendon cut to prevent them from fleeing (the "tripping operation"), slaves branded with fire with the owner's initials on their chests or buttocks.

Violence was not an occasional excess. It was the everyday language of the plantation. The Haitian historian Thomas Madiou, in his monumental work Histoire d'Haïti (1847), records a common practice: when a slave tried to escape and was recaptured, the master placed an iron collar with spikes that prevented him from lying down and stuck the points in his neck if he lowered his head. The necklace was called a carcan and was worn for weeks or months, until the slave "learned" not to run away. Many died of infections before the collar was removed.
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1.4. The hierarchy of pain
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Not all slaves suffered the same. The sugar plantation was the deepest hell. Growing sugarcane demanded military discipline: fields were burned before harvest to remove leaves, and slaves had to cut the cane by hand with a heavy machete, under an unrelenting sun, barefoot on sharp stumps. The wounds became infected. Tetanus and sepsis were common. Sugar plantation slaves rarely lived more than seven years after their arrival in the colony.

Coffee plantations were slightly less lethal. Coffee grew on the slopes of the mountains, where the climate was cooler and mosquitoes less abundant. But the work was still exhausting: picking up the beans one by one, transporting them in baskets, spreading them out in the sun to dry. Coffee slaves lived, on average, between ten and twelve years after their arrival.

Indigos had their own horrors. Indigo processing involved immersing the plants in water tanks to ferment, and then whisking the liquid to oxygenate it and precipitate the pigment. The water rotted, gave off sulfurous gases, and the slaves' hands discolored permanent blue. Respiratory diseases were endemic.

The cotton fields, finally, were the least deadly level, but not human. Cotton was grown on the dry plains, and the work included ginning the fiber by hand, removing the seeds one by one. Many slaves lost their sight due to eye strain.

This gradation of suffering created a hierarchy among the slaves themselves. Slaves on coffee plantations looked down on sugar plantations because they had a slightly longer life expectancy. Domestic slaves—those who worked in the masters' homes as cooks, servants, or nurses—considered themselves an elite, although they were still property, they still could not refuse sexual abuse, they could still be sold at any time as one sells a chair.
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1.5. Everyday resistance
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Despite the brutality of the system, slaves were not passive victims. The most recent historiography has shown that resistance to slavery was constant, creative and varied. It ranged from the most subtle to the most explosive forms.

Sabotage was commonplace. Slaves deliberately broke tools, set crops on fire, poisoned draft animals, "forgot" to water coffee trees in times of drought. The slowing down of work—what anthropologists call "everyday resistance"—was a silent but effective form of struggle. The foremen constantly complained in their reports that slaves worked "lazily," "ill will," "as if they had lead in their feet."

Flight was another form of resistance. Slaves who escaped from the plantations were called marrons (maroons), and many of them formed communities in the inaccessible mountains of the island's interior. These communities, known as palenques or maroon towns, subsisted on hunting, subsistence agriculture and theft from plantations. The most famous were those led by François Mackandal in the 1750s. Mackandal, an African slave with a knowledge of botany and poisons, organized a poisoning ring that killed thousands of settlers before he was captured and burned alive in the public square of Le Cap Français in 1758.

Religion was also a space of resistance. African slaves brought with them their beliefs: voodoo, a syncretic mix of West African (mainly Dahomeyan) religions and elements of settler-imposed Catholicism. Voodoo rituals, held in secret at night, were acts of cultural and religious affirmation. In them, the loa (spirits) were invoked  , songs were sung in African languages, the memory of the ancestors and the lost continent was preserved. For slaves, voodoo was a way to resist total dehumanization: it showed that they had gods of their own, their own stories, their own dignity.

But all these forms of resistance, important as they were, were palliative. They couldn't bring down the system. For that, something much bigger was needed: a revolution.
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1.6. The Caribbean powder keg
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In the 1780s, Saint-Domingue was a pressure cooker. The slave population, massive and mostly born in Africa, retained the memory of freedom. The affranchis (the free of color), many of them rich and educated, suffered racial discrimination that denied them civil and political rights despite their wealth. The impoverished and resentful small whites competed with the affranchis for trade and employment, and hated the great whites (the landed aristocracy) as well as the slaves. And the great whites, masters of everything, constantly feared an uprising.

France, the metropolis, was preparing for its own revolution. In 1789, the Estates-General became the National Assembly, the Bastille fell, and the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen proclaimed that "men are born and remain free and equal in rights." The colonists of Saint-Domingue read this text with horror. Because if the rights were universal, did they also apply to slaves? And the affranchis?

The contradiction was untenable. France, the nation of the Enlightenment, of Rousseau and Voltaire, of the Declaration of the Rights of Man, was also the greatest slave power in the world after England. The philosopher Montesquieu had written in The Spirit of the Laws (1748) that slavery was contrary to natural law, but he had not proposed abolishing French slavery. The Society of the Friends of the Negroes (French Abolitionist Society), founded in 1788, was a minority and despised. Most French revolutionaries, including figures like Robespierre, were not abolitionists at first. They were more concerned with freedom of speech than with the freedom of blacks.

But ideas have consequences. The affranchis of Saint-Domingue sent delegates to Paris to demand equal rights. The white conservatives sent counter-delegates to prevent this. The National Assembly, overwhelmed, made contradictory decisions. On March 8, 1790, a decree allowed the colonists of each colony to decide their own statute on the question of the rights of free colored. It was an invitation to chaos.

In Saint-Domingue, the radical whites formed assemblies of their own. The Affranchis took up arms. And the slaves, the five hundred thousand slaves, watched everything from a distance, waiting for their moment.
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1.7. The Night That Changed the World
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That moment came on the night of August 21-22, 1791. In the northern plain, the richest region of Saint-Domingue, the plantation slaves secretly gathered in the forest of Bois Caïman (Wooden Caiman). The ceremony was presided over by a slave and voodoo priest named Dutty Boukman, along with the priestess Cécile Fatiman. A black pig was sacrificed, its blood was shared with those in attendance as an oath of allegiance, and Boukman uttered a prayer that tradition has preserved:

"The God who made the sun, who illuminates us from above, who raises the sea and makes the thunder roar, that God is with us. He is not a white God. White people serve a false God. But the God who created us hears us. We, who have been humiliated for so long, must raise the cry of rebellion."

Hours later, the northern plain was burning. The slaves, armed with machetes, hoes and sticks, set fire to the plantations, killed the masters and their families, freed other slaves. Within days, thousands of slaves had joined the revolt. Within weeks, the colony's most productive region was on fire. Within months, the rebellion had spread to other regions.

The Haitian revolution had begun. And nothing would ever be the same again.
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1.8. The weight of memory
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Before closing this chapter, it is necessary to pause for a moment on what Saint-Domingue meant, not only for France but for the whole world. The French colony was the most extreme example of what slave capitalism could produce. His wealth was not a miracle; it was the result of the most ruthless exploitation in modern history. And that wealth financed not only palaces and warships, but also banks, insurance companies, manufacturing industries, and the general development of French capitalism.

The historian Eric Williams, in his classic work Capitalism and Slavery (1944), showed that slavery in the Caribbean colonies was not a pre-modern residue, but the very engine of the Industrial Revolution. Profits from the slave trade and sugar plantations financed British railways, Manchester textile mills and London banking. The same can be said of France: the shipowners of Bordeaux and Nantes, the bankers of Paris, the owners of the sugar refineries of Orléans, all of them built their fortunes on the bones of Saint-Domingue.

But Saint-Domingue was also something else: it was the laboratory where the most radical revolution of the eighteenth century was conceived. While the French revolutionaries argued over the limits of citizenship, the slaves of Saint-Domingue took citizenship by force. While the Enlightenment philosophers were writing treatises on freedom, the slaves of Saint-Domingue showed that freedom was not asked for: it was taken.

The lesson was not lost on the rest of America. Toussaint Louverture, the slave who became general and ruler of Saint-Domingue, was a symbol for abolitionists across the continent. His example inspired slaves in the United States, Brazil, Cuba, and the rest of the Caribbean. And it also frightened slave-owning elites throughout the hemisphere, who did everything they could to isolate the rebel colony, prevent its diplomatic recognition, and, when possible, strangle it economically.

That is the final paradox of Saint-Domingue: the richest colony in the world became, in a decade, the poorest country in the hemisphere. Not because Haitians did not know how to manage their wealth. Not because their revolution would have made them unfit for work or government. But because the world of slave powers – led by France, seconded by the United States and England – decided to punish Haiti for daring to be free. And the instrument of that punishment, the most effective and the most perverse, was a debt. A debt imposed at the point of a cannon by a French king in 1825.

But that story belongs to the next chapter.
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Chapter 2
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The French slave system: economy, violence and resistance
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2.1. Plant and capital

To understand the ferocity of the slave system at Saint-Domingue, one must first understand a simple but brutal economic reality: sugar was liquid gold. In the eighteenth century, sugar was not the cheap, everyday product we know today. It was a luxury reserved for the tables of the rich, a preservative, a rudimentary medicine and a symbol of social status. A pound of refined sugar could cost in Paris the equivalent of several days' work by an artisan.

European demand for sugar was growing steadily. Tea, coffee and chocolate – drinks that became popular in the eighteenth century – required sugar to alleviate their bitterness. England consumed huge amounts of sugar to sweeten the tea of its middle and working classes. France used it for its cakes, preserves and medicinal syrups. Holland, Germany, the Nordic countries: they all wanted sugar. And the sugar of the French Caribbean was considered the best in the world.

This insatiable demand had a crushing effect on the slave trade. The planters of Saint-Domingue needed to constantly replace their labor because slaves were dying fast. And to buy slaves they needed capital. And in order to have capital, they needed to produce more sugar. And to produce more sugar they needed more slaves. It was a vicious circle that turned human life into a disposable factor of production.

The Haitian historian Michel-Rolph Trouillot, in his work Silencing the Past (1995), coined a phrase that summarizes this logic: "In Saint-Domingue, capitalism had no brake because it had no soul. Every pound of sugar was smeared with blood, but the blood didn't show up in the ledgers."

2.2. The business of trafficking

The slave trade to Saint-Domingue was a perfectly organized industry, with its own routes, its own financiers, its own insurance, and its own accounting methods. The triangular circuit was as follows: the ships left France loaded with trinkets (knives, mirrors, low-quality cotton fabrics, cane alcohol) and headed for the west coast of Africa. There they exchanged these goods for human beings: men, women and children captured in tribal wars, sold by complicit African kings, or simply kidnapped in raids.

The second stage was the "middle passage", the crossing of the Atlantic to the Caribbean. Slaves were stacked in the holds like books on a shelf, chained hand and foot, with barely room to move. The ventilation was poor, the heat unbearable, the hygienic conditions non-existent. Dysentery, scurvy, and yellow fever spread rapidly. Slaves who died were thrown overboard. Slaves who tried to mutiny were whipped to death or hung from the rigging as an example.

The third stage was the sale of slaves in the markets of Saint-Domingue. The survivors – between 80 and 90 percent of those who had embarked in Africa – were auctioned in the ports of Le Cap Français, Port-au-Prince or Les Cayes. The buyers inspected them as if they were cattle: they opened their mouths to see their teeth, felt their muscles, made them run to check their physical condition. Families were unceremoniously separated. Prices varied according to age, sex, apparent strength, and ethnicity (slaves from certain African regions were considered more "docile" or "stronger" for work).

A typical slave ship of the time, such as La Sirène or L'Aurore, could carry between 300 and 600 slaves per voyage. Each voyage yielded benefits to its owners of between 50 and 100 percent of the initial investment. Entire cities in France – Nantes, Bordeaux, La Rochelle, Le Havre – grew and became rich thanks to this trade. Its stately mansions, its churches, its docks, its banks, were built with the money from human trafficking.

2.3. The plantation as a factory of death

Once purchased, the slaves were taken to the plantations. That was the beginning of his real ordeal. The working day on a sugar plantation began before dawn, around four in the morning, with a drum or conch call. The slaves ate a porridge of corn or sweet potatoes for breakfast, often insufficient and sometimes rotten. At five o'clock, they formed in the fields and began the work.

The cutting of the cane was a task of precision and strength. The slave had to bend down, grab a two-meter-high cane stalk, cut it with a machete (a coulisse in Creole) at ground level, strip it of the leaves with a quick movement, and deposit the clean cane in a bundle for transport. A good cutter could process two or three tons of cane per day. The mistake – cutting too high, leaving leaves, damaging the cane – was paid for with whippings.
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