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For my father Maurice, thirty-one years already…

And for the men and women who work in the taxi industry, who travel the avenues of life night and day






When cars start thinking, the Rolls-Royce will be more anxious than the taxi cab.

—Henri Michaux

It’s too bad that everyone who knows how to run a country is busy driving taxis and cutting hair.

—George Burns







Where To?


Taxis have always been a great way to discover a city and its people, and taxi drivers have often been considered as philosophers, storytellers, and sociologists—with a little bit of psychopath thrown in from time to time. On these rides that you are about to take, not only do you get a classic set of drivers, but you will be accompanied by a perspicacious and sharp-eyed passenger, the writer and broadcaster Stanley Péan, one of Montreal’s major voices.

Péan is something of a paradox. A man given to melancholy at times, he is also intensely social and has a good sense of the details that distinguish us as human beings. Best of all, he is equipped with a sense of humour about himself, and that is clear as he travels through the identity jungle of today’s Montreal and elsewhere. Numerous are the Haitian drivers who insist that he is, despite all appearances, a white man, something that no one would normally think, let alone say. Instead of acting offended or accusing the drivers of illogical thinking or outright blindness, Péan investigates exactly what that comment means in the place where it has been spoken. In other words, what am I? And who are the others and what are their expectations of me? And how does my identity change as I move through my day?

As we ride through Montreal—though the scene does shift at times, moving all the way to Paris, then Ottawa, the Saguenay region, and Quebec City—we are not only travelling through space, but time. Taximan is a journey through the political and social landscape of the last few decades. Remember the Charlottetown Accord? Well, I had forgotten all about it too. But at one point it seemed as though the future of Canada was once again hanging in the balance. And the various taximen (as they are called in these pages) necessarily have their opinion or, in the opposite case, avoid forming any thoughts about the future of Canada at all. All citizens are supposed to know where they were on the morning September 11th, 2001, and Stanley Péan is no exception: he was in a taxi. Just as devastating for the people of Haiti, and Canadians of Haitian origin, was the January 2010 earthquake. These and other events are on the lips of the drivers and the reporters on their car radios.

These short sketches are meant to be just that, quick encounters, telling anecdotes, wisdom, or sometimes idiocy, from the mouths of strangers. But behind the charming aspect of these snapshots, there is plenty going on. The critique of tropical machismo and everyday racism, the never-ending dance between father and son and the easy tenderness a man feels for his mother, the immigrants’ dilemma—should I stay or should I go?—the shifting identities that exist in any society, the precarious nature of many of its citizens … all this and more in a quick taxi ride. Often accompanied by konpa dirèk, that popular Haitian music that ends up torturing the ears of anyone who has ever taken a long bus ride in that country.

Music plays a major role on these rides, and no wonder, because Stanley Péan has been embellishing the national airwaves for the last number of years with his show “Quand le jazz est là” every weekday evening on Radio-Canada’s Ici Musique. At one point, being something of a star host, he got his likeness on an immense billboard on the approach to the Champlain Bridge. Music is as much a minefield with taxi drivers as politics, and actually, the two are very much related.

I doubt whether many Canadians know about the enigmatic nature of Haitian immigration to this country. In fact, it was no immigration at all. It was recruitment, and Péan’s father Maurice, we learn early on, was one of those men brought to Quebec. It was an offer not to be refused. He and his family would be saved from the Duvalier dictatorship, and in return, he would help modernize Quebec society at the beginnings of the Quiet Revolution, and in very elegant, soigné French. Representatives of the Quebec government’s education ministry travelled to Haiti and skimmed off the cream of that society, the elites, who grasped the chance to exit the horrors of the dictatorship, though as every immigrant knows, the nostalgia that comes from leaving one’s country follows a person all through his or her life.

Stanley Péan’s Taximan is the trace, the record of that exile. It is also a portrait of urban North America through its displaced people who, despite their native sadness, turn up the music and drive.
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Hop in!


A few years back, to help out a friend from Quebec City who was working in computer graphics, I agreed to deliver, in person, the proofs of a book to a Montreal publisher whom I happened to know. With his natural dry humour, the publisher greeted me in his stentorian voice by telling his receptionist, when she announced my presence, “I told you I don’t want people sending me proofs by taxi. Quebec City to Montreal—can you imagine how much that cost?”

His joke was based on the large percentage of Haitians among Montreal taxi drivers, which has convinced more than one racist that a Haitian, or any other Black for that matter, could not possibly have another profession. My publisher friend probably did not realize that many Haitian cab drivers hold university diplomas, and that useless bureaucratic complications prevent their credentials from being recognized in their particular areas of expertise. But that prejudice, like all the others, seems unlikely to fade away, and hence his little joke when he saw me, package in hand, in the lobby of his publishing company.

If you’re a Haitian, you must be a taximan, right? The word itself is a gift to us from colonial French.

In my case, that cliché is particularly incongruous, and you will allow me to explain the reason why with a little confession, scarcely conceivable in these times when a man’s virility is linked to the type of automobile he drives: I don’t have a driver’s license, and I never learned to drive. I can’t even tell you why I never got around to learning. That’s just the way it is. And so, when I need to move around town, sometimes I use public transit, but most of the time I take a cab.

I have no idea of the enormous sums of money I have spent on taxi rides over the last thirty years. No doubt, for the morale of my budget, it’s better if the amount remains unknown. People have given me the reputation as a big spender, a lavish sort of guy, and it’s true, though I know that a taxi fare is not money foolishly spent. Over the years, I have noted down in memory the exchanges, some laconic, others stormy, that I have had with taxi drivers. For years, those men and women—and there a number of women drivers—have become familiar acquaintances, and we have discussed any number of subjects of common interest.

In Montreal, where Haitians make up a big part of the taxi industry, I’m always happy to fraternize with a small number of drivers who count me among their regular customers and speak to me in Creole. More than my family or friends, descendants of Haitian immigration as I am, the drivers are my most trustworthy link to the large Haitian community in Quebec—and to my native country as well.

And so the idea of this
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