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ABOUT THE BOOK

An enthralling journey into the shadowy republic of Haiti. In the land of Vodou, zombies and the Tontons Macoute. In this classic account, history jostles with adventure, high comedy is touched with danger; and Haiti glows like a magic charm.


Now updated and with a new foreword by the author for the post-earthquake edition.
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‘Tomorrow I go to Haiti. They say the President is a Perfect Dear!’

Ronald Firbank, on a postcard to Osbert Sitwell

‘When I told my friends that I was going to Haiti they raised their eyebrows. “Haiti,” they said. “But that’s the place where they kill their presidents and eat their babies. You’d better buy yourself a large-sized gun.”’

Alec Waugh, The Sugar Islands


Foreword to the Post-Earthquake Edition

Bonjour Blanc, a history and adventure story, was first published nearly a quarter of a century ago, in 1992. I was thirty at the time and inevitably much has changed since. I no longer smoke, for one thing. In some ways Haiti is a different country too. When I was there in 1990 the chaos and constitutional discord were intimidating. Now, according to the US State Department, Haiti is a country at peace with itself and, for the time being, politically stable.

Gunfire was a frequent background noise at night in the capital of Port-au-Prince. The Tontons Macoute security forces that served the dictator Papa Doc Duvalier and his son Baby Doc had resumed their influence across the island. Alongside them, soldiers were beating, killing and arresting scores of people, having ousted the interim president. Coup d’état followed coup d’état. ‘The horror of Haiti has always been in the army,’ I wrote.

In late 1990, however, a former Salesian priest, Jean-Bertrand Aristide, became Haiti’s first ever freely elected president. Aristide’s outspoken, fiery sermons against the military and Duvalierist corruption had won him a large following among the poor, known as the Lavalas (‘Cleansing Flood’) movement. For all his popular support, however, Aristide did not last a year. On 30 September 1991 his enemies ran him out of office. Aristide fled to Venezuela and later Washington. In 1993, US President Bill Clinton put pressure on the Haitian military to allow Aristide to return, and in 1994, backed by an invasion force of US Marines, he resumed office. Aristide’s signal achievement at this time was to disband the Haitian army, the greatest threat to civil society and greatly feared by the people.

In time, however, the demagogue began to reveal himself. Aristide failed to speak out against mob violence perpetrated by Lavalas, and there were concerns about his abuse of power. His Macoute-like footsoldiers, in their Ralph Lauren T-shirts and braided hair, marauded Port-au-Prince with knives and handguns visibly tucked into waistbands. They were called Chimeras, or Chimè in Kreyòl, for their shadowy, ubiquitous presence. Aristide had recruited them, some as young as fifteen, from the shanty towns in order to suppress political opposition from the disbanded army. A number of Chimè reportedly worked as luggage handlers at Port-au-Prince airport, where they guaranteed uninterrupted smuggling. Cocaine usage made the Chimè dangerous. On 5 December 2003 they raided the State University in Port-au-Prince and, using an iron bar, broke the legs of the anti-Aristide rector.

Aristide was in power when, in 2004, Haiti celebrated two hundred years of independence from slave-owning France – but his end was not far off. The South African President, Thabo Mbeki, had donated $1.4 million to help Haiti’s year-long commemoration. Great Britain, in contrast, had shown scant interest in the 1804–2004 bicentenaire and sent no diplomatic representative. To my knowledge I was the only British correspondent there.

Late on New Year’s Eve 2004 I made my way to the National Palace for a press conference convened at the last moment by Aristide. The palace, a wedding-cake white building located at one end of the capital’s main square, was lit up with red and blue electric bulbs to create a magical glowing national flag. Banners proclaimed ‘THE CREDO OF THE HAITIAN PEOPLE IS: JESUS, HAITI, ARISTIDE’ across the square.

Accompanied by his wife, the fifty-year-old Aristide announced to the journalists assembled in the palace: ‘I am ready for you.’ A sparrow-boned man in gold wire-framed glasses, he had come to power on an anti-Duvalierist vote. But his rhetoric sounded familiar: ‘Haiti is the mother of liberty,’ he said, ‘and I am mother to the Haitian people.’ Like Duvalier father and son, Aristide was now ruling by decree: that is, without a functioning parliament. The thousands of Haitians who believed he would champion democracy had reason to feel betrayed.

Most of Haiti’s eight million population subsist on less than $2 a day, but Aristide had spent $15 million on the bicentenaire. A significant amount had gone on security. Armed police patrolled the lavish independence ceremony held the next day, 1 January 2004. Mr and Mrs Aristide stood on the National Palace lawn alongside robed African potentates and other dignitaries. At a signal, scores of bare-chested young men painted gold from top to toe and wearing cut off trousers to symbolize slavery marched in solemn procession towards their President. They were followed by flag displays and cohorts of drum majorettes.

An estimated 10,000 Aristide faithful stood clamouring for a better view outside the palace gates, but under the pressure a metal fence collapsed, allowing the crowd to surge across the lawn towards their idol. Riot police prevented the crowds from rushing on to the presidential dais but two foreign journalists were hurt in the stampede. (I managed to climb a tree.) Aristide, surrounded by bodyguards, continued to address the excited crowd as he vowed to stay in power for the duration of his term. ‘Happy New Year!’ he raised his voice: ‘Happy New Year! Happy New Year!! How many times did I say it?’ And up went the cheer: ‘Three times!’ It was hard to believe that this was the same man I had seen at yesterday’s press conference; Aristide’s rhetoric, by turns inflammatory and poetic, galvanized the crowds.

Seven weeks later, on 28 February 2004, Aristide was deposed. Haitian death-squad commanders and ex-military drove him out of office. The coup, carried out with the help of Washington, was constitutionally unlawful.

On 12 January 2010, Aristide’s associate René Préval was Haitian president when the country was devastated by a 7.0-magnitude earthquake. Downtown Port-au-Prince had been teeming as usual that Tuesday afternoon with cigarette vendors, ambulatory salesmen and marchandes. On the Rue du Commerce, office workers were making last-minute purchases before returning home. It was 4.53 p.m., and a fug of burning refuse hung over the city, as always. The convulsions lasted thirty-five seconds but they were enough to reduce rich and poor alike to a state of homelessness and despair. ‘God has chosen Haiti to test out his concept of Hell,’ the Haitian novelist Jean-Euphèle Milcé has written.

The death toll is still uncertain but the numbers range from the official Haitian tally of 316,000 to much lower estimates of 46,000. No doubt we will never know quite how many died. Even so, the earthquake remains probably the worst natural disaster in Caribbean history. The National Palace collapsed in on itself. The twin-spired Episcopal Cathedral of the Holy Trinity (along with its magnificent, Vodou-inspired murals by Wilson Bigaud and other Haitian artists), the Palais de Justice and the Palais des Ministères: all were damaged beyond repair. Aristide’s Bicentennial Monument – an ugly tower in concrete-survived.

Of all the eyewitness accounts, Imajine, by the young Haitian artist Claudel Casseus, stands out. The British music producer and writer Bill Drummond had met Casseus in Haiti just two weeks before the earthquake and was keen to know all he had seen and heard that terrible Tuesday afternoon. Drummond asked Casseus to write down his impressions as a record for posterity. Casseus began to send bulletins to Drummond from an Internet café in Port-au-Prince; five thousand words were eventually published as Imajine.

Port-au-Prince seemed to have ‘lost all sense’ of being a capital city, Casseus wrote. Along the Grand Rue and Rue Pavée, the old ‘Syrian’-owned warehouses had collapsed in the aftershocks that radiated for days from the epicentre ten miles away in Léogâne. By a fluke, the tottering Hotel Oloffson where I had proposed to my girlfriend in March 1990 had survived. There was no electricity and water supplies were contaminated. The municipal cemetery had become a dumping ground for corpses. ‘We know what life is about, how sweet it can be, but we don’t know about death,’ Casseus continued, adding: ‘The one thing we know about it is that it is contrary to life.’ Through it all, movingly, he clings to the hope of going to university one day.

As the dust settled, the shattered National Palace stood as a painful reminder of what had happened. Should the building be demolished entirely? In 2012 the Hollywood movie star Sean Penn (who runs a Haitian aid charity) recruited a demolition team and, with bulldozers, carted off what remained of the fractured columns and dislodged white domes. Some Haitians were aggrieved that a foreign celebrity should have taken away their symbol of statehood. Haiti was merely a dependency of the US, they protested, and still so far from self-government.

In 2014, four years after the earthquake, I returned to Haiti. Port-au-Prince was still overrun by aid workers and missionaries. They had done much good, but Haiti is far from recovered. The tent cities had mostly been depopulated (families had been offered US $500 to leave) but some 150,000 Haitians were still homeless. I was struck by the fever of rebuilding and construction. The World Bank and other international lending agencies hope that tourism will ‘modernize’ Haiti. At the airport, bright-coloured adverts for Haitian Barbancourt rum and Prestige beer adorned the concourse walls and even the carousel. New Hilton and Marriott hotels are due to open in Port-au-Prince; change is coming fast. The question is whether the poor – that is, the majority of Haitians – will benefit from the foreign loans and investment, whether money will ‘trickle down’ from the Hilton to the slums at the harbour’s mouth. No doubt something will be lost as the global market brings more all-inclusive resort hotels and standardized Palm Beach sport cabin villages. As in Jamaica in the 1950s, it will be a trade-off between dignity and the mighty dollar. Inevitably, Haiti’s transformation into a cruise-ship destination will commercialize towns, islets and villages, but jobs are needed.

My return in 2014 was fraught with nostalgia. The Hotel Manoir Alexandra in Jacmel, where I had been stranded during the March 1990 coup, was a husk of its former gingerbread glory, the rosewood staircase and rooms of French antiques having been wrecked in the earthquake and subsequently looted. Jacmel lost five thousand inhabitants that day in 2010. Jørgen Leth, the film-maker and former Danish honorary consul in Haiti, used to live in Jacmel in a house off Rue Sainte Anne. He escaped death when the house collapsed on him. In the municipal cemetery nearby I found Aubelin Jolicœur’s grave. The dandyish gossip columnist had been immortalized as ‘Petit Pierre’ in Graham Greene’s Haitian novel The Comedians. Jolicœur was born in the same cemetery – “among the spirits,” he liked to joke – when his mother went into premature labour. He was buried, aged eighty-one, in 2005, along with his signature silver-topped walking cane.

Bonjour Blanc has become a memorial of sorts to the many other people who have died since I wrote it. Gottfried Kraüchi, Jacmel’s Swiss-German teacher, died in 2013, having married a Haitian woman and devoted his life to the Haitian poor. I used to play chess with Gottfried on the verandah of the Alexandra in 1990 while Jacmel was under curfew. One of his daughters, Lydie Kraüchi, works for the Jacmel tourist board and I was pleased to meet her in 2014 and talk about her father’s quiet philanthropy and devotion to Jacmel.

Much has changed since I wrote Bonjour Blanc; but, in some ways, nothing has changed. Port-au-Prince is by and large the same great stew-pot that I remember, with its marchandes ferrying produce to market and well-fed bigshots drinking rum with off-duty police in the hotel bars. As Haiti struggles to rebuild itself, the past intrudes on the present. Not only did ‘Baby Doc’ Duvalier return to Haiti from exile in 2011, but so did Jean-Bertrand Aristide. They were allowed to go about their business, as nobody pays deposed presidents any mind once they have lost support. Duvalier died in Haiti on 4 October 2014, apparently of natural causes.

Michel Martelly, the current president, is a singer and musician known to fans as ‘Sweet Micky.’ As a right-wing tough guy, Martelly endorses US state policy that Haiti’s best course lies in foreign investment and World Bank funding. I can only share Graham Greene’s hope (expressed as long ago as 1969) that Haiti will one day be allowed to ‘work out its own salvation,’ without interference from its great neighbour Uncle Sam. Then we might see a new Haiti filled with national pride and future possibility.

Hotel Oloffson, Port-au-Prince, Haiti, 24–25 June 2014.


Preface

Does travel, in its pre-package holiday sense, still exist as an independent activity, or has its place been taken by tourism? The kind of journeys on which Evelyn Waugh and Graham Greene set out in the 1930s across Africa and the Far East, protected only by their passports and the nearest British gunboat, would be unthinkable now. Away from the safety zone of the international airport, the car-rental office and the resort hotel, today’s unwary traveller is soon faced with disease, civil war and the hostage dungeon. All the more credit, then, to Ian Thomson for his hair-raising but entertaining account of his journey through Haiti, which he set out to explore with little more than his toothbrush, a brazen nerve and a truffle-hound’s nose for a good story.

Famous for Voodoo, zombis and its late President, ‘Papa Doc’ Duvalier, Haiti must represent the greatest concentration of misery, cruelty and dashed hopes anywhere on our planet. From the air this one-time Caribbean paradise is a sun-scorched clinker, its forested mountains stripped bare to provide its impoverished people with fuel for their charcoal stoves. Thomson gingerly explores the capital, Port-au-Prince, scarcely more than a shanty town of garbage heaps, open sewers and tin-shack hotels, echoing to the gunfire of the latest coup and roamed by Tontons Macoute, the old Duvalierist thugs eager to hire their killing skills to any brooding general with his eye on the Presidential Palace.

But this small and desperate nation is also an endless parade of jovial, charming and garrulous characters who hail Thomson cheerfully with the ‘Bonjour blanc’ (in Haitian Creole, ‘Hey, stranger’) of his title: a euphoric taxi-driver who never uses his brakes but simply switches the ignition on and off, a Voodoo priest with an IBM computer and a smooth line in psychobabble, an archly condescending teenage prostitute, and an affable, contraband-running crone who prowls the landing-beach with pocket calculator in hand. Interbred, a bewildering mix of black, white and Indian blood, they come on like actors auditioning for an insane tropical sitcom, and the whole of Haiti soon resembles a hallucinating version of the Black and White Minstrel Show danced to a tommy-gun beat.

As well as a personal travelogue, Bonjour Blanc is an intriguing history of a tragic nation, the world’s oldest black republic, founded in 1804 after an uprising against the French led by the former slave, Toussaint L’Ouverture, later betrayed and done to death on the orders of Napoleon. But cruel wars between the black and mulatto factions have been endemic ever since. Ruthless dictators impose their morbid rule, the most weird and grisly being Papa Doc, who deliberately dressed in the black suit and bowler hat of Baron Samedi, chief bogeyman of Voodoo, and devised his own version of the Lord’s Prayer: ‘Our Doc, who art in the National Palace for life, hallowed be Thy name …’

Bravely, Thomson allowed himself to be initiated into a sinister animist cult, which might have turned him into one of the zombis he interviews – victims buried alive after being paralysed by the puffer-fish nerve poison, tetrodotoxin, then resuscitated with damaged brains and set to work in the fields as little more than automatons. The best praise I can give to this superb and pulse-stopping book is to say that I read every page expecting it to end abruptly in mid-paragraph.

J. G. Ballard


A note on spelling and terminology

‘Voodoo’ was the accepted orthography when this book was published in 1992; it is now reckoned derogatory and, where appropriate, I have replaced it with the ‘Vodou’ favoured today.

The term ‘Mulatto’ is still widely used in Latin America and the Caribbean, though elsewhere (especially in the African-American community) it is seen as archaic. In Haiti, the French mulâtre is current. I have used it on occasion in the book.

I.T. 2014


Prologue

Is there anybody in the National Palace?

‘Eh blanc, gimme a dollar.’ It was the spindle-shanked old man, brandishing as usual an empty bottle of rum.

‘Not today, Papa Noir,’ I said. ‘Not today.’

Every morning in Port-au-Prince the old man was there, busking for alms outside the National Palace. Often he sat crouched over a basket piled with rotted bread-fruit, mischievously hooking any ankles in reach of his stick. I never knew his name; people called him Papa Noir. He was half-blind, Black Daddy, with cataracts, the elderly face worn and crumbled. A great moustache like a house-painter’s brush lent an air of dignity, but he looked a sight swaddled in shapeless gunny-sacking, his sandals fashioned from a used tyre. One day the old man appeared in a new T-shirt. It bore the sad injunction: ‘Shop Till You Drop’.

‘Life lasts too long sometimes,’ he said sourly, ‘even for a white man.’ Then he spat – tfui! – and added with a faint derisive smile: ‘But you will not last very long in Haiti. Nobody does.’

The National Palace stood at the edge of Place des Héros de l’Indépendence, a palm-fringed plaza more popularly known as Place des Zéros. This is the heart of Haitian civic and national life. Numerous public buildings – Headquarters of the Haiti National Guard, the Palais de Justice and the Palais des Ministres – attest to an unwieldy concentration of governance. Beyond the palace loomed the Dessalines Barracks, a vast workshop of horror: in the days of Papa Doc, torture chambers were said to be painted brown so that blood would not mar the walls. Presidential Guard stand at the gates of the palace, shouldering Uzi automatics. They are answerable to His Excellency the President alone and their function is to defend his boundless power, to perpetuate the authoritarian regime. Behind these gates Papa Doc was rumoured to have divined auguries in the entrails of goats. He sought counsel from the gods of Vodou by sitting in a bathtub wearing a black top hat, they say.

At six every evening the national anthem would sound from the palace – the notes blown from cracked trumpets as the flag jerked slowly up the mast. Often the soldiers waved Black Daddy away with their weapons; he was known to yell abuse at the President, at the nation, at all the dictators who governed as if never to die. One evening he swung the empty bottle round his head: ‘Dérangé!’, he seemed to exclaim. The presidential chair in the National Palace, that chair was … ‘– rangé!’ I later understood that this was a term borrowed from Voodoo to describe the curse that supposedly afflicts any man or woman insane enough to sit in the chair: rangé, every one of those sedentary despots bewitched.

For three months I tried to secure a visit to the National Palace but was buffeted from the press officer of the City Government to numerous bureaucratic sub-delegates – Minister of Protocol, secretary to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Director of Culture, several members of the military low command. Part of the problem was that my only contact at the palace had fled the country in the wake of a coup d’état, burning all his personal papers – among them my original letters explaining in careful French why I wished to visit the building. To short-circuit palace inefficiency is quite an achievement but I was determined to see inside that vast depository of power. What lay behind the bedazzlement of its white façade? What spirits lurked? Many Haitian rulers had entered the palace one day, were buried in an unknown grave the next. During the years 1956–57 six presidencies and a military junta followed in succession. Few occupants had died a natural death or survived their term of office. Was this place rangé?

One day I reported to the Ministry of Information to see about renewing my papers for a visit. I was ushered into a room with bullet-speckled walls where men in dark glasses sat round a cardboard box containing tins of Mazola Corn Oil, rolls of Élite lavatory paper. ‘We are checking the produce for bombs,’ one of them explained as he tendered over the table a box full of thick cigars. ‘Want one?’

‘No thanks. I have an appointment here with the minister.’

‘Well, well!’ he replied with affected solicitude. ‘And do you have an accreditation from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs for this appointment?’

‘Yes, hundreds.’

There was a short silence as the official ruminated this information; then, with a scornful curl of the lip: ‘Where are these accreditations?’

‘Most of them were burned by a previous minister.’

‘Burned?’ He turned to his colleagues who fell about laughing. ‘Why? How? What for?’

‘I don’t know. As I said, they were burned.’

‘But why?’

The conversation might have continued in this circular fashion had I not said: ‘I am in Haiti to write. I have permission to come here. Can you please tell me where I might find the Minister of Information?’

‘Monsieur the Minister is at the National Palace in conference with the President,’ the man said with growing irritation. ‘If you have the patience to wait, well and good. Otherwise, goodbye.’

I was led to a room near by, oppressively hot as there was no electricity to power the overhead fans. Minutes turned to an hour and more telephone calls were made, higher officials consulted. The slow tap of typewriters began to annoy after three hours and still no sign of the minister. I had been rebuffed so many times I was determined to wait.

Distant acclamations, words of command could be heard as the Minister of Information finally arrived. He made no apology for the delay and strode past into his office. ‘What time is it?’ he barked at one of his confidential advisers, a man in white shoes. ‘Whatever time Monsieur the Minister says it is,’ the minion grinned as he shuffled backwards out of the office bowing.

The minister gave me three minutes. ‘And what may I do for you?’

I explained my predicament.

‘We apologize for all the trouble you have suffered.’ He spoke with studied courtesy, and promised that I should see the palace tomorrow morning. As I left the room he reverted swiftly into Kreyòl to address his secretary: ‘Who was that blanc?’ – adding with apparent irrelevance: ‘I see the Communists are trying to overthrow the government again.’

The minister never kept his word, of course, and I despaired of visiting the palace. Again I telephoned one official after another in search of help. ‘Call back later’: it was always the same. At the National Tourist Board (surely an office without purpose, as there is little tourism in Haiti) I spoke to Mademoiselle Verbil, a gracious Haitian with skin the colour of cinnamon.

‘My dear,’ she announced, ‘how nice of you to look in.’

Once more I explained my problem.

‘Attendez un petit peu,’ and she dialled a number that gave a direct line to the palace.

We were escorted to the building, Mademoiselle Verbil and I, in a black State Security limousine. Beggars, beggars everywhere around Place des Zéros; in the hills behind the palace, Port-au-Prince had spread like a seeping blot in a vertical sprawl of slums. I held up my press pass at the gates; on mention of Engineer — ’s name, a soldier waved us through. Members of the Presidential Guard sat opposite each other in sentry boxes likes passengers in a railway carriage; others lay about in string vests playing cards, or dozing on rattan mats, too lazy to salute.

Inside the National Palace, an officer motioned us to a chaise-longue upholstered in spectacular crimson and tarnished gold threads. ‘Wait here a moment.’ Then he turned on his heels and marched off. We sat alone in a vast salon with a pompous red carpet and heavy gilt picture frames round the walls. The interior of the palace seemed drowsy in tropical mid-afternoon; a distant peal of cathedral bells was the only sound. Patiently we awaited our tour of the public rooms.

Engineer — came to greet us down a glaring white stairway. He resembled an effete boulevardier with his silken foulard, a carnation in his buttonhole and the Napoleon III beard elegantly trimmed. ‘I have been employed here for the last forty years.’ The man spoke with pride. ‘This restoration is all my own work. I alone was responsible for hanging those drapes.’ He pointed to a row of curtains, slightly too ornate, in the Ivory Salon; they were embroidered with elephant tusks.

‘Your curtains are quite exquisite,’ said Mademoiselle Verbil.

‘Do you really think so?’ returned the Engineer.

‘Absolutely, chéri.’ She gave me a wink.

Mademoiselle Verbil was playing to the comicality of a man who had clung to the coat-tails of Papa Doc and his son, Jean-Claude. How else had the Engineer managed to stay for so long, if he was not corruptible? For the last forty years Haiti had been a virtual dictatorship; since 1986 ministers and presidents had come and gone, but nothing had changed. ‘The new man will differ from the old man only physically,’ wrote Joseph Brodsky in his essay on tyranny. ‘Mentally and otherwise he is bound to be an exact replica of the corpse.’ Engineer — was a symbol of this malaise, a man who had managed to survive through a shrewd transfer of loyalties. Corruption is no respecter of ideology.

‘He has his orders,’ Mademoiselle Verbil whispered as we made our way through long rococo halls giddy with plush and whorled designs of gold, oriental rugs and gilded boule clocks, vases of deep pink roses. Not a single chair, table, sofa or console had been removed since Baby Doc fled the country with his wife Michèle on 7 February 1986. ‘Statuettes’ – the Engineer gestured to a row of plaster caryatids in the audience room – ‘Jean-Claude simply adored them.’

‘And Michèle?’ I queried.

‘Michèle preferred gold-plated objects,’ the Engineer said composedly. ‘She was the one with artistic flair.’

On we went, passing the Red Room (‘This is for very distinguished guests’) and the Yellow Room whose walls were covered with silk imported from the United States. The lengths of fabric were woven throughout with the motto of the Haitian Republic: L’Union Fait la Force.

‘Strength Through Union’, Engineer — felt the need to translate. This motto is the device of the armorial bearing of the Republic. It is a great blazon in honour of the Haitian War of Independence, complete with pikes, drums and cannonballs. Banners unfurl like medieval pennons at the foot of a palm tree topped by the cap of liberty.

We proceeded to the Hall of Busts, lined with bronze heads and torsos of Haitian presidents up to Elie Lescot in 1946. There were no memorials to Papa or Baby Doc: evidently these had been removed.

‘You know how it is,’ the Engineer said mournfully. ‘The political situation has been so volatile in recent years that one president follows another with a rapidity which defeats the Hall of Busts.’

The bust of Papa Doc now lies in what our Engineer called the ‘Dépôt de Débris’. A film of dust had covered the ugly thing. ‘We keep it hidden,’ he explained. ‘Poor François Duvalier,’ the Engineer added indulgently. ‘He was not such a bad man.’ Adjacent to the Debris Depot was a bathroom which the dictator had built in April 1966 to commemorate Emperor Haile Selassie’s visit to Haiti. Even the rim of the lavatory bowl was adorned with gold leaf.

‘Haitians have always been impatient for eternity,’ announced the Engineer as we entered the presidential chapel. A small projector screen hung above the altar, as Baby Doc had a penchant for pornography in technicolour.

‘Cinéma vérité?’ asked Mademoiselle Verbil teasingly.

‘Oh yes,’ came the innocent reply.

We continued through a great labyrinth of state rooms. The grandeur was beginning to pall on me, stifling as black velvet, but I had yet to see the worst of it. ‘This is all due to Michèle’ – spring-loaded security doors closed behind us with a heavy clunk as we were ushered into the private apartments of Jean-Claude and his wife. To my knowledge I was the first foreigner allowed inside and I have Mademoiselle Verbil to thank for securing my entrance. ‘You can get quite far in Haiti if you pander to authority,’ she reasoned.

‘As I said, it was Michèle who had the real taste,’ the Engineer went on in his worldly voice. There were giant artificial banana trees fashioned from bamboo with mirrored leaves and fronds, huge gold snails in the bathroom, great fluffy footballs behind a Chinese vellum screen, copies of Vogue and Paris Match neatly piled beside crystal pineapples, and reproduction Ming vases under canopies of Perspex. The bedroom was inlaid, both walls and ceiling, with yet more mirrors reflecting banks of video equipment, plastic cherubs and Dresden figurines perched on a plinth of black marble. There was nothing to disturb the silence save the momentous ticking of a clock. Everything had been preserved in its original place; cut flowers and exotic shrubs were watered by a faithful gardener, his movements monitored by a closed-circuit television.

It has been alleged that Baby Doc, his family and associates embezzled some $120 million. When proceedings to recover this money commenced in July 1986 the defendants denied liability. They claimed it had been a tradition in Haiti for almost two centuries that a new government should take legal action against a previous regime.

The Haitian equivalent of Securicor scanned us with electronic bleepers as we left the National Palace.

My persistence had been answered and I considered the visit a success. Nothing in the building could be described as sinister. There were no gegaws from the mystic lore of Vodou, no decapitated heads conserved in pails of ice – only a tawdry mediocrity. The National Palace was a purple-lined sanctuary, an empty shrine to the tyranny of father and son.

Papa Doc was distinguished as the only Haitian president to have established a dynasty. The average length of a good tyranny, according to Brodsky, is a decade and a half. Papa Doc had ruled for fourteen years, his son Baby Doc for a further fifteen. François Duvalier had no clear ideology or discernible policy; he was surrounded by a Perónist halo of mystery and magic. His dictatorship, nevertheless, marked the longest period of stability that Haiti has known since independence in 1804. The collapse of this dynasty has been followed by the familiar round of coup d’états, rigged elections, martial law. A recent president, Father Jean-Bertrand Aristide, was overthrown by the military on 30 September 1991. He had been accused of organizing a private police force. There were great hopes for this Catholic priest; he was elected on a wave of popular support just eight months earlier. It remains to be seen whether the incumbent president will prove strong or honest enough to exorcise the ghost of Duvalierism.

Throughout my entire time in Port-au-Prince I never saw anyone emerge from the National Palace. It was an imposing residence, the mountains of Haiti ranged behind its snow-white cupolas. At night a couple of lights would glow like beacons from the windows facing the sea. But nobody, not a soul, was seen to leave. Only Black Daddy was always there.

One night he told me: ‘Haïti, m’sieur, Haïti – c’est un pays tête-en-bas’: a country turned upside down.


I

The Centaur of the Savannahs

‘Let the slave grinding at the mill run out into the field; Let him look up into the heavens and laugh in the bright air.’

William Blake, America

The hero of Haitian independence was sent to die in the Jura mountains of France. His prison is still there. Hewn out of rock, it lies deep within a medieval castle which stands bare on a mountain overlooking the Swiss frontier. On one side, the Fort de Joux defends the approaches to Pontarlier, a dreary town of Tyrolean chalets and municipal rose gardens; on the other, three thousand feet below, flows the icy River Doubs. Ramparts and angular keeps with edges sharp as a knife, the castle must have appeared distant from the tropic warmth of Haiti, its bright exalting sunlight. Records kept in the archives show that the dying prisoner requested his meagre diet be rationed with cane sugar imported from the French colony of Saint Domingue, soon to be declared the independent Republic of Haiti.

In winter, access to the castle is difficult. Climbing the slope on foot you have to lean into the wind to avoid being blown off the narrow icebound path. Once inside, a labyrinth of oubliettes and antechambers, damp and glacial, leads to a door with a judas-hole. This opens on to a vaulted dungeon: it is bare with only a rough-hewn deal table, a commode and a primitive pallet. Someone has left a spray of flowers by the single barred window. There is a message – ‘In Memory of Toussaint L’Ouverture, First of the Blacks, Bonaparte of the Antilles. You died here of starvation, but the slaves of Haiti were set free.’

The French Revolution of 1789 proclaimed equality among all men. And, in the spirit of the Rights of Man, equality between black and white: slavery was now an intolerable injury to human nature. The refusal of planters in colonial Saint Domingue to recognize this decree led to the only successful slave revolt in history. In 1794, just two years after the composition of the ‘Marseillaise’ with its clarion-call to ‘Live Freely or Die’, slavery in Saint Domingue was formally abolished. Yet hostilities continued between the white planters, who rejected the authority of the National Assembly in Paris, and the mulattoes whom they regarded as members of a ‘bastard and degenerate race’. It remained for the slaves to take up the tricoloured cockade of the Revolution, and reconcile the warring factions.

Toussaint L’Ouverture, the barely literate grandson of an African chieftain, assumed control of the new slave army. Familiar with the Commentaries of Caesar, and with the polemics of the French abolitionist, Abbé Raynal, he was gifted too in the art of military strategy. Toussaint sat his horse with such ease that he was known as the Centaur of the Savannahs but the origin of his surname – ‘the opening’ – is a matter of some puzzlement. Whether this referred to his bravery in making a breach among the enemy ranks, or to a gap in his teeth, nobody knows. The French poet Lamartine offers a fanciful explanation in his romantically youthful 1850 play Toussaint: the name L’Aurore – ‘daybreak’ – was awarded the former slave by a Capuchin friar and was later corrupted by his illiterate followers into L’Ouverture.

For Lamartine, as for so many nineteenth-century romantics, Toussaint was the morning star of a new era for Haiti: ‘Nothing,’ declares the hero of this play, ‘can resist the valour of the sansculottes.’ Toussaint swore allegiance to the Republic of France, and vowed to defeat its enemies – royalists invading from Spain and England, planters battling for a return of the ancien régime. After a prolonged and vicious civil war between black slaves and mixed race Haitians ending in 1800 with victory for the blacks, Toussaint continued to act as the mandatory of France; but in secret he looked to the time when Napoleon would acknowledge an independent republic of Haiti.

In May 1801 Toussaint L’Ouverture, the revolutionary slave, declared himself Governor for Life of the island, with the right to appoint his successor. He still recognized the sovereign rights of France, the seniority of the motherland, but his mimicry of the consular office – the open vaunt that he was the ‘Bonaparte of the Antilles’ – outraged Napoleon. In the winter of 1801, when he had been master of France for only two years, the First Consul violated the principles of the French Revolution. ‘As all men are born equal,’ wrote the Baron de Montesquieu, ‘slavery must be accounted unnatural.’ But the expedition which Napoleon was poised to send to Saint Domingue aimed to bring about a counter-revolution in the state of enfranchised blacks. The former colonists were to be reinstated in their original properties; once more the slaves would submit quietly to the coercion of the cat-whip, branded with the fleur-de-lys. And Toussaint L’Ouverture – in the words of Napoleon ‘a gilded African’ – would be clapped in irons. Or perhaps carried to Paris in a golden cage and exhibited for the amusement of the public at the newly opened Jardin des Plantes.

The future republic of Haiti was too valuable a colony for Napoleon to lose. Under the ancien régime, trade with Saint Domingue had represented more than half the oceanic commerce of France. At a time when the name Australia was unknown, and the United States numbered less than five and a half million people, Saint Domingue was already the most profitable slave colony the world had ever known. The glittering prosperity of Nantes and Bordeaux, of Marseilles and Dieppe, was in part derived from commerce with the Caribbean island in coffee, indigo, cocoa, cotton and, of course, sugar. The sugar plantations alone produced more cane than all the British Caribbean islands together.

Saint Domingue was the pearl of the Antilles: even as the Bastille was stormed, planters across the Atlantic would sate their abundant leisure and boredom with fine food, drink and dice. Rich as a Creole, they said in Paris: no small white in Saint Domingue was a servant. An Englishman, visiting the island at that time, remarked on the sartorial finery even of the man who came to shoe his horse:

He had four Slaves at his heels carrying his Tools; and he was dressed in a silk Coat tout à la Mode; his linen fully trimmed and as fine as that of the first Nobleman in Europe; his Gold Snuff-Box, for no man scarcely, whatever his Situation, is without that piece of luxury; his Gold repeating Watch; two gold chains, and Diamond rings on his fingers and every thing in proportion. I say, what would an Englishman think to see his farrier thus equipped?

The slave revolt commanded by Toussaint L’Ouverture, and the prospect of an independent black state, horrified Europe. As Talleyrand wrote to a French general in Washington: ‘The existence of a negro people in arms, occupying a country which it has soiled by the most criminal acts, is a horrible spectacle for all white nations.’ Four years after the death of Toussaint, in 1807, the German writer Heinrich von Kleist was imprisoned as a Prussian spy in the same cell at Fort de Joux. He later wrote a short story, Betrothal in Saint Domingue, which was set in 1803 after revolution; it betrays an almost visceral loathing for the blacks. ‘No acts of tyranny perpetrated by the whites,’ proclaims a French aristocrat who has lost his wife to the guillotine, ‘could ever justify the depths of treachery and degradation of those Negroes.’

Napoleon’s expedition, destined to ‘destroy the new Algiers being organized in American waters’, set sail on 14 December 1801 from the harbours of Brest, Rochefort, Lorient and Toulon. Over in England the November issue of The Gentleman’s Magazine had reported:

The Consular Government is making preparations for sending a military force of 20,000 men to the island of Saint Domingue for the purpose of reducing General Toussaint L’Ouverture to a due degree of moderation to the mother country, and preventing the erection there of a Negro Republick … which would endanger the existence of all the West Indian Colonies, whether French or English.

The French armada comprised 32 French and Spanish ships of the line, together with 31 frigates and troopships.

Abolitionists in London feared the consequences of this massive resort to arms. They suspected Napoleon might use Saint Domingue as a base of operations for the vast colonial dominion he was planning to build in the Americas, to pursue across the Atlantic the mirage of empire that had failed him in Egypt and the East. Such fears were justified: the marble walls round the monolithic tomb of Napoleon at Les Invalides are engraven with consular dictums which proclaim the ‘necessity of stifling in every part of the world every kind of disquiet and trouble’. Austerlitz, Marengo, Rivoli, Abukir – Napoleon would have liked to add Saint Domingue to this roll-call of victories. On the eve of the departure of the West Indian expedition, the libertarian MP James Stephen, brother-in-law of William Wilberforce, wrote an open letter to the Chancellor of the Exchequer:

Within a very short period, probably before these sheets which I am now penning can issue from the press, the arrival and first effects of the French armament will be known in Europe. The invasion involves interests more awfully important to the blacks than ever before gave violence and durability to the quarrels of mankind.

Napoleon gravely underestimated the extent to which liberty and equality had become the religion of men enslaved. Since the French Republic had abolished slavery he could not, as yet, openly restore an institution flagrantly opposed to the Rights of Man; he flattered Toussaint L’Ouverture with assurances of his personal esteem and gratitude for the ‘great services which you have rendered to the French Republic. If the tricolour floats above Saint Domingue it is due to you and your brave Blacks … You need have no doubt about the respect, the fortune and honours that await you.’ In secret, Napoleon instructed his commander, General Charles Leclerc, to arrest ‘all white women who have prostituted themselves to Negroes’, and to ensure that ‘all the Blacks or Mulâtres who have behaved badly, no matter what rank, should be sent to the Mediterranean and landed at a port on the island of Corsica’.

Toussaint L’Ouverture was not to be inveigled. He persuaded the blacks of Saint Domingue that the French were about to enslave them once more, quelled any sedition among their ranks, set fire to maritime towns, and awaited invasion in the interior. When the French landed it appeared that the Caribbean island was ablaze. The capital, Cap-Français, was a vast funeral pyre, flames shooting through the roofs of houses and linking in fiery arcs across the streets; everywhere, an awful incendiary. Lady Maria Nugent, the American wife of the British Governor of Jamaica, watched aghast as the conflagration raged four hundred miles to windward of Spanish Town:

It seems that Toussaint’s plan [she wrote] is to distress the French as much as possible, by burning the towns, and harassing them from the woods and mountains, where the blacks have already taken refuge. How dreadful a business it is altogether; and indeed, it makes me shudder, to think of the horrible bloodshed and misery that must take place, before any thing can be settled in that wretched island.

By 7 June 1802, however, the trap was set. Despite warnings from allies that General Leclerc was about to arrest him, Toussaint L’Ouverture accepted an invitation to discuss administrative matters with the French at their headquarters in Cap-Français. A betrayal: Toussaint was seized by a squad of grenadiers, hustled to the harbour where he was put aboard a frigate and ferried as prisoner to France. On board ship – it was called The Hero – Toussaint prepared a letter to General Bonaparte. ‘I will not conceal my faults from you. I have committed some. What man is exempt? But I have too high an idea of the justice of the First Magistrate of the French people, to doubt a moment of his clemency.’

No mercy was shown. ‘The fish trusts the water and in the water he is boiled,’ runs a Haitian proverb: Toussaint had placed faith in the French Republic and by the French Republic he was deceived. For five long months he languished in the dungeon at Fort de Joux. On Bonaparte’s instructions Toussaint was humiliated by his jailers, dressed in convict’s clothes, deprived in winter of sufficient firewood. His correspondence to Napoleon – letters left unanswered – makes pitiful reading: ‘First Consul, father of all French soldiers, upright judge, defender of the innocent, pronounce a decision as to my destiny: my wound is deep, apply a remedy to it: you are the physician, I rely entirely on your wisdom and skill.’

A remedy had already been devised: as the prisoner lay afflicted with pneumonia, all medical attention was to be abandoned. ‘The construction of Negroes,’ declared his jailer, ‘being totally different to that of Europeans, I have dispensed with his doctor and his surgeon who would be useless to him.’ On 7 April 1803 Toussaint L’Ouverture was found dead, propped on a chair by the empty fireplace which is now hung with his portrait. ‘The Black Napoleon,’ observed a caustic Chateaubriand, ‘imitated and killed by the White Napoleon.’ Official cause of death: apoplexy. He was fifty-seven and, after ten months in jail, did not live to see the proclamation of the Haitian republic.

The death of Toussaint became the subject of general horror and indignation throughout liberal Europe. ‘Perhaps Bonaparte hardly recollects his crime,’ complained Madame de Staël, appalled at the guile of the man, ‘because he has been less approached with it than others.’ News of the black slave’s imprisonment had reached William Wordsworth in Calais. The poet was in ill temper, convinced by now that Napoleon’s rise to power and the establishment of a consulate based on military force had destroyed any hope of a republican France. His poem ‘To Toussaint L’Ouverture’ was published in 1803, in the 2nd of February edition of the Morning Post:


Though fallen Thyself, never to rise again,

Live, and take comfort. Thou hast left behind

Powers that will work for thee; air, earth and skies;

There’s not a breathing of the common wind

That will forget thee; thou hast great allies;

Thy friends are exultations, agonies,

And love, and Man’s unconquerable mind.



Fifteen years later at St Helena Napoleon admitted that his West Indian expedition had been a mistake. He should have ruled Saint Domingue with Toussaint as his envoy. The campaign was in fact a disaster: national resistance led by Henri Christophe and the sanguinary Jean-Jacques Dessalines (‘I will have my horse walk in blood up to his breastplate’) repulsed the invading French. Yellow fever, that great scourge of the West Indies, soon winnowed the remaining ranks. On 18 May 1803, six weeks after Toussaint died in the Jura, the national flag of Haiti was created when the white band – symbol of colonial supremacy – was ceremonially ripped from the tricolour of France. It was goodbye to the ‘Marseillaise’.

On 1 January 1804 Dessalines declared the independence of Haiti, substituting the aboriginal Indian name, meaning ‘mountainous land’, for the French Saint Domingue. His secretary was said to have threatened on the occasion: ‘We will write this act of independence using a white man’s skull for an inkwell, his skin for parchment, blood for ink and a bayonet as pen.’ Once Dessalines had proclaimed himself Jean-Jacques the First, Emperor of Haiti, he ordered the massacre of most of the whites who had remained on the island. His coronation took place five months after Napoleon’s as Emperor of the French.

It was now impossible for Napoleon to maintain his distant territories west of the Mississippi River. His losses in Haiti forced him to sell the French portion of Louisiana to the United States. This put an end to the First Consul’s dream of a new world empire in the Caribbean. ‘Damn sugar, damn coffee, damn colonies!’ he raged.

Little Haiti, Miami: low-income, sprawling, sunbelt America. The filigree mansions of the Caribbean are nowhere to be seen. There is only a Bargain Town awfulness – dingy motels with vibrating waterbeds, fast-food emporiums and coin laundries. Debris everywhere sits uncollected in vacant lots. The Haitian bicolour, its red and blue in tatters, hangs from a Bless the Lord Discount Unisex Salon.

Along 2nd Avenue at the intersection with 62nd Street stands the Toussaint L’Ouverture Elementary School. A classroom bears a large painting of the Haitian hero, the colours garish in mango and guava green. History tells us that his appearance was not very prepossessing: short, thin, gold epaulettes too heavy for the narrow shoulders. ‘A maggot in a rag’, Napoleon’s officers had called Toussaint.

But here in the wasteland of Little Haiti the Centaur of the Savannahs looked fine. ‘This man,’ a schoolteacher told me, ‘was the incarnation of a whole race.’ He stood with a cavalry sabre suspended at his side, the uniform coat encrusted with gold buttons, strands of brocade and frog embroidery. A large red cape falling over broad shoulders is stitched with gold chevron; the three-cornered hat adorned with peacock plumes, a powdered wig tied in a graceful queue. His noble black face peers from the top of a high white stock.

Painted beneath Toussaint’s feet are the words which he defiantly uttered as they bundled him aboard the frigate bound for France. ‘In overthrowing me, you have cut down only the trunk of the Tree of Liberty in Saint Domingue. It will spring up again by the roots for they are numerous and deep.’

Alas, the tree has never flourished. The world’s first black republic – seventeen years younger than the United States – has been reduced to a wretched police state. Haiti was destined to be the cradle of liberty for the African race. Now it is the battered pauper of the Americas. Since independence there has only been factious anarchy, a line of illusory presidents who rose to power through successive coups: the midnight court-martial, a fusillade and burial at dawn. Slavery was abolished, but the spirit of slavery remains: a systematic pillaging of public funds by those in office has kept the people in poverty. ‘Pluck the chicken as long as it does not squawk,’ advised Dessalines, a man in the megalomaniac lineage of Tamburlaine.

The authoritarian fanaticism of President François Duvalier brought him the honorific title ‘Lucifer of the Antilles’. His messages to the nation, delivered from the balcony of the National Palace in a peculiar stage-whisper, were nonsensical but chilling: ‘I am neither the red nor the white but the indivisible bicolour of the Haitian people. I am already an Immaterial Being.’ Duvalier entertained more than an anthropological interest in Vodou: his habit of always appearing in a black suit, the calculatedly nasal voice, a black bowler – all this lent him the aspect, they say, of Baron Samedi, who in Vodou mythology haunts the cemeteries in topper and tails, smoking a large cheroot. A sort of graveyard Groucho Marx.

The Tontons Macoute, Papa Doc’s bogeymen and secret police, displayed a doglike devotion to their president, and efficiency in their hatchetwork. They were still in the woodwork when I arrived in Haiti, though now without the dark glasses and slouch hats. The legacy of François Duvalier and his son Baby Doc remains. A series of political convulsions had followed the overthrow of Duvalier fils in 1986: there had been no return to democracy, only a sabotage of elections, more repression and corruption, the awful symbolism of mutilated bodies by the ballot box.

Power in Haiti continued to come from the barrel of a gun: I was about to fly from Miami into a state of siege and felt nervous. ‘Man, you gonna lay your life on the line out there in Hay-di,’ my taxi driver informed me on the way to the airport. ‘They’re killin’ people like flies.’ As the Chevrolet jounced along I remembered a comment in the current Fodor’s Guide to the Caribbean: ‘The political instability and street violence in Haiti has escalated to the point where we have suspended review of the properties and attractions of this island until the situation stabilizes.’

‘Best of British,’ grinned the cabbie.


II

In Cahoots with the Macoutes

‘The Foreign Office have apologised to Mr Delorme Mehu, Haitian Chargé d’Affaires, who was arrested for a short time last month by the police. A misunderstanding arose, apparently, about the parking of his car outside the Embassy in Hans Road, London S.W.’

Notice in The Times, 16 August 1963

Haiti. It sounds exotic – I still imagined rum punches on the verandah of some gingerbread villa, delicious in the tropic noontide. The sound of drums, rumbling in the hills, would reach my hotel at night: a houm-doum-do from the dread gatherings of Vodou. The Tontons Macoute, in crumpled white suits, would call on their victims after dark. Otherwise, just listless indolence, and Firbankian languor. As in the song by Cole Porter:


Katie looked at Haiti

Feeling rather tired.

Katie met a natie

Katie was inspired.



The idyll soon dissolved as the plane banked down towards a landscape of barren strangeness. When asked by George III for a description of this island, a British admiral was reported to have scrunched up a sheet of paper and thrown it on the table. ‘Sire,’ he said, ‘Haiti looks like that.’ From the air Haiti is a harsh conglomeration of mountains slashed by deep gulches; parched savannahs with not a tree, not a shrub, in sight; a chaos of rocks and gullies baked by the sun to a dead-leaf drab. I could see the thin brown ribbon of a river winding through a valley: it seemed to dwindle in the distance to a mere runnel.

Travellers to Haiti in the days of Toussaint L’Ouverture praised this country for its greenery and romantic landscapes, for the beauties of unsullied nature: marshes of wild ginger, plantations of banana and Indian corn, mahogany, redwood, pine. When Columbus approached the northern coast in 1492 he marvelled: ‘There in that high and mountainous country is the land of God.’ Now the topography of Haiti is desolate like the dried mud-bed of the sea: after independence in 1804 the plantations were dismantled and two hundred years of deforestation, caused by a ruinous cutting of timber to make charcoal, has destroyed much of the green.

Flying over this denuded landscape it occurred to me that the observations on Haitian birdlife, several pages folded in the bottom of my rucksack, would prove of little use. The field notes had been compiled in the early 1960s when there was enough forest to accommodate spotted sandpipers, roseate flamingos, long-billed curlews, peregrine falcons and black-bellied plovers. One would be lucky now to find a single egret, let alone hummingbird, in the sterile wastes of cacti which loomed to view beneath my window. I felt privileged, nevertheless, to own these notes: Gerard Corley Smith had probably spent more hours in the field, as an amateur ornithologist, than anyone else in Haiti for a generation. Sadly, his notebooks were left incomplete as he was ordered to leave Haiti at twenty-four hours’ notice …

I came across the name of Corley Smith in a document published at the order of Papa Doc in 1968, entitled: Graham Greene Démasqué – Finally Exposed. Distributed to journalists through Haitian embassies in Europe, this large and glossy publication sought to discredit Greene for his 1966 novel The Comedians, an adventure story about broken-down lives in Duvalierist Haiti. A ‘negrophobic benzedrin addict’, ‘conceited scribbler’, ‘chimerical racialist’ and – best of all – ‘habitué of lazar houses’, the dastardly Greene had apparently ‘failed to profit by the lessons of Wilberforce and still dreams of a bygone era when slavery was the rule in Saint Domingue’.

Corley Smith, until 1962 Her British Majesty’s ambassador in Haiti, is exposed to a drubbing too: ‘The Haitian Government has made it known to this famous ambassador that although a plenipotentiary, he should guard against trespassing the limits of good education and that his impertinence and haughtiness as a British colonialist would not be tolerated.’ The document maunders on: ‘In fact the ambassador relapsed to such an extent that the Haitian government … deemed it wise to request the recall of this peculiar individual.’ Corley Smith was eventually expelled for diplomatic protests against the gangsterism of the Tontons Macoute, long before The Comedians was published. ‘Haiti President François Duvalier did not approve of any birdwatcher so spreading his feathers,’ chirped the Miami Herald of 16 March 1962. Since that date Great Britain has never appointed an ambassador to Haiti; we have reduced Anglo-Haitian diplomatic relations to the level of chargé d’affaires. Two years later, on the 160th anniversary of Haiti’s independence, Queen Elizabeth II did, however, send Papa Doc this cautious telegram: ‘I have received the message which you sent to me at the beginning of the New Year in your own name and on behalf of the Haitian people. I reciprocate your good wishes.’

Papa Doc’s unfavourable review of The Comedians once hung, suitably framed, in Graham Greene’s lavatory at Antibes.

I had met Corley Smith a week before my departure for Haiti; he was then a sprightly eighty-one though white-haired and slightly stooped. We spoke in his London club – the Travellers’ – over biscuits and tea. ‘I liked the Haitians,’ he reminisced. ‘They were a cheerful lot. Extraordinary, really, their capacity for enduring adversity. Just look at what they did to Napoleon. Terrible mistake, mind you, that invasion: cost Bonaparte more men than Waterloo. I never went to a Voodoo ceremony, though – to be avoided, I’d say. Will you take one lump or two?’

‘No sugar, thanks.’

Corley Smith remembered with affection the country-folk who would greet him with a friendly ‘Bonjour blanc!’ (a Creole expression which means ‘Hi, stranger!’ as well as ‘Hello, white man!’) as he went birding in the hills: ‘And I never felt any risk up there on the mountain paths, even though Trollope did say that Englishmen find the Haitians an uncivilized and barbarous lot. Frankly I find it more dangerous just crossing the road to get to my club. The real threat of course came from the Tontons Macoute.’

Heads turned in the Travellers’ as Corley Smith repeated those last two words in rather a loud voice. ‘As far as I’m aware,’ he continued, ‘Papa Doc was the only Fascist dictator at any time in Latin America. In all its essentials his regime was rightist and completely totalitarian. The Macoutes fulfilled the role of Hitler’s Brown Shirts; and the Palace Guard, that of the SS.’

The Duvalierist version of the Lord’s Prayer, intended for use in schools, was certainly totalitarian in its supernatural messianism: ‘Our Doc, who art in the National Palace for life, hallowed be Thy name by present and future generations. Thy will be done in Port-au-Prince as it is in the provinces. Give us this day our new Haiti and forgive not the trespasses of those anti-patriots who daily spit upon our country …’ A similar prayer was circulated among groups of Hitlerite girls: ‘Adolf Hitler, thou art our Great Leader. Thy name makes thy foes tremble. Thy Third Reich come …’ In 1962 Doctor Duvalier was excommunicated; this was the first time a Latin American president had been excluded from the communion of the Catholic Church since Juan Perón in 1955.

Corley Smith explained how Tonton Macoute means ‘Uncle Knapsack’ in Creole patois; this mythological figure appears in Haitian nursery stories as the bugaboo that kidnaps wicked children in his straw bag. Under cover of dark.

‘They were not exactly a secret police, the Tontons,’ he continued over another pot of Earl Grey. ‘There was nothing secret about them except that you
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