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    Praise for Farewell, Fred Voodoo


    “Excellent and illuminating . . . a love letter to—and a lament for—Haiti, a country with an already strange and tortured history that became even more tragic, interesting and convoluted in the months after the earthquake. . . . [Wilentz] brings to Haiti empathy and her great skills as a narrator. . . . It’s Wilentz’s honesty about her own role in Haiti and that of so many other American visitors to that country that ultimately distinguishes her book most from other works that cover similar terrain.”


    —Los Angeles Times


    “Unlike many commentators on Haiti, Wilentz genuinely likes and is stimulated by the Haitians themselves, and, in between despairing observations, in both The Rainy Season and Farewell, Fred Voodoo, she manages to capture the beauty of Haiti, physical and spiritual, something that foreigners writing about the place rarely do. . . . Writing in a marriage of memoir and critique, Wilentz’s true strength is in honestly documenting the Haiti that foreigners who visit there construct for themselves.”


    —The Huffington Post


    “Savvy, acerbically affectionate and unsparingly probing . . . Each vignette helps readers explore, in a nuanced way, our questions about this perpetually hard-hit place. . . . Particularly enlightening are Wilentz’s lucid recaps of Haiti’s history.”


    —More


    “It’s a testament to Wilentz’s considerable storytelling skill, and the depth of her passion for this tragic place and its resilient people, that she has crafted such a remarkably fluid read from such anguished and conflicted material.”


    —The Miami Herald


    “An extraordinarily frank cultural study/memoir that eschews platitudes of both tragedy and hope.”


    —Kirkus Reviews, starred review


    “[A] bracing memoir . . . Readers get a stimulating immersion course in Haiti’s culture, history, and political machinations. [Wilentz] introduces a fantastical cast of characters who inhabit the many layers of Haitian society and those individuals who flocked to the island following the earthquake, burdened with motives ranging from the base self-promotion or redemption of sundry celebrities. . . . An unsentimental yet heartfelt journey to a country possessing the power to baffle some, yet beguile others.”


    —Publishers Weekly


    “[Wilentz] loves and knows Haiti deeply, and her stories about her old friends and new neighbors . . . show a Haiti different and more complex than the myth created by naive though well-meaning ­outsiders.”


    —The Daily Beast


    “Mixing memoir, history, and current events, Wilentz weaves together a kind of profile writ large of the Haitian people.”


    —Foreign Affairs


    “Writing with brandishing intensity, wit, skepticism, and indignation, Wilentz exposes systemic corruption, attends a voodoo ceremony, considers zombies and dictators, and marvels over everyday survival. Zestfully candid . . . her portraits of Haitians instruct and humble us.”


    —Booklist


    “The award-winning author guides us through this grindingly poor, politically chaotic, disaster-prone nation’s remarkable history and culture, mixing reportage and anecdotes to paint a bright-dark portrait of this magical, tragic place.”


    —Elle


    “A journalist penetrates the heart and soul of the confounding country that is the love of her life.”


    —O: The Oprah Magazine


    “I can’t imagine there’s a better book about Haiti—a smarter, more thoughtful, tough-minded, romantic, plainspoken, intimate, well-­reported book. Amy Wilentz has paid exceptionally close attention to this dreamy, nightmarish place for a quarter century, and with Farewell, Fred Voodoo she turns all that careful watching and thinking into a riveting work of nonfiction literature.”


    —Kurt Andersen, author of Heyday and True Believers


    “No one has plumbed Haiti more thoroughly, or explored it more passionately, than Amy Wilentz. In Farewell, Fred Voodoo, she embraces that obsession and follows it unflinchingly where it leads, deep into the phantasmagoria of Haiti—and into herself. She has written a beautiful, compelling book.”


    —Mark Danner, author of Stripping Bare the Body: Politics Violence War


    “Amy Wilentz knows Haiti deeply: its language, its tragic history, the foibles of her fellow Americans who often miss the story there. This makes her a wise, wry, indispensable guide to a country whose fate has long been so interwoven with our own.”


    —Adam Hochschild, author of King Leopold’s Ghost


    “Farewell, Fred Voodoo is written with authority and great affection for Haiti and Haitians and for some of the people who are trying to help them. An informative and wonderful piece of writing, it is a work of considerable artistry, immensely evocative. I read it with pleasure and with mounting gratitude.”


    —Tracy Kidder, author of Mountains Beyond Mountains


    “With great storytelling and a wry sense of human comedy, Amy Wilentz explains Haiti—its characters, its romance, and its unique place in world history—and brings it all to life with passion.”


    —Mark Kurlansky, author of Cod and Salt


    “Farewell, Fred Voodoo is engrossing and gorgeous and funny, a meticulously reported story of love for a maddening place. Wilentz’s writing is so lyrical it’s like hearing a song—in this case, the magical, confounding, sad song of Haiti.”


    —Susan Orlean, author of The Orchid Thief
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for Nick




Everything was transformed or deformed by an empty stomach: love, pride, willpower, and tenderness.


—Jacques Roumain, Masters of the Dew


It is astonishing how much money can be made out of the poorest of the poor with a little ingenuity.


—Doctor Magiot, in Graham Greene’s The Comedians


Development consists of the removal of various types of unfreedoms that leave people with little choice and little opportunity of exercising their reasoned agency.


—Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom




It seems to me curious, not to say obscene and thoroughly terrifying, that it could occur to an association of human beings drawn together through need and chance and for profit into a company, an organ of journalism, to pry intimately into the lives of an undefended and appallingly damaged group of human beings . . . for the purpose of parading the nakedness, disadvantage and humiliation of these lives before another group of human beings, in the name of science, of “honest journalism” (whatever that paradox may mean), of humanity, of social fearlessness, for money, and for a reputation for crusading and for unbias . . . And that these people could be capable of meditating this prospect without the slightest doubt of their qualification to do an “honest” piece of work, and with a conscience better than clear, and in virtual certitude of almost unanimous public approval . . .


All of this, I repeat, seems to me curious, obscene, terrifying, and unfathomably mysterious.


So does the whole course, in all its detail, of the effort of these persons to find, and to defend what they sought: and the nature of their relationship with those with whom during the searching stages they came into contact; and the subtlety, importance, and almost intangibility of the insights or revelations or oblique suggestions which under different circumstances could never have materialized; so does the method of research which was partly evolved by them, partly forced upon them; so does the strange quality of their relationship with those whose lives they so tenderly and sternly respected, and so rashly undertook to investigate and record.


—James Agee, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men





A NOTE ON THE USAGE OF THE WORD “VOODOO”


I have chosen to use the word “voodoo” in its common English orthography throughout the text, rather than the more current and anthropologically acceptable “vodun” or “vaudou.” When I write about voodoo in this book, I am examining the historical engagement of outsiders with the religion, and so I wanted to capture—with the very word—all the negativity that’s been associated with this ancient form of worship by unschooled visitors and a dismissive outside world.








SLIDESHOW/PROLOGUE


Apre bal, tanbou lou


After the party, the drums are heavy
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Even after an officer from the international police force secured the crisscross seatbelt around me, I didn’t feel safe. We were taking a helicopter to a town in the north of Haiti that I’d managed never to visit, although I’d been coming to Haiti, and sometimes living here, for eight years, and had been almost everywhere that was even remotely accessible. The roads were nearly impassable from Port-au-Prince, Haiti’s capital, to where we were going that morning, and, as far as I knew, the little town that was our destination had nothing much to recommend it. It was the stuff in between that I wanted to see.


It was late October 1994. Ray Kelly was my guide on this jaunt to the north. The former New York City Police Commissioner had been deployed to help out with the latest U.S. military intervention in Haiti. Kelly was training a new police force in order to keep the Haitian Army in check and, ostensibly, to prevent them from once again overthrowing the elected president of the country, Jean-Bertrand Aristide, whom the army had already tossed out once, and whom the United States had just returned to the presidential palace after three years in exile. The intervention to reimpose Aristide was called Operation Uphold Democracy. Offhand, I cannot recall another U.S. military deployment that performed regime change by reinstating an unseated leader, but Haiti is always singular, and so is America’s long, torrid relationship with it.


We took off. As anyone knows who has experienced helicopter flight, it is an organically counterintuitive thing to go straight up when you are used to the more gradual, more natural upward incline of an airplane. An airplane’s flight resembles that of a bird. A helicopter’s is more like jumping, and the end result of jumping, in practice, is coming back down, almost immediately. Also, I am not at my best in any aircraft. I fear flight, though most of my work requires flying. I didn’t want to go on this trip, but a reporter cannot reasonably turn down an offer to fly alongside the American officer in charge of the new police in the country she’s been writing about for nearly a decade—even a reporter who is sensitive to the big fact about helicopters: that if there’s a problem, these machines are not aerodynamic. They simply drop to the ground. Anyway, I thought the trip would give me the chance to interview Kelly in an informal setting, as journalists like to say. I didn’t know about the noise inside a helicopter, the headgear you have to wear to protect your ears from the sound, the headphone intercom system that the pilots use just to be heard above the din.


So there I was, strapped in. Because the men around me were military men, they left the helicopter doors open—not something I knew could be done in flight. Kelly gave me an evil smile from across the aisle. Mine was a window seat. I prepared to be very, very frightened.


Instead, I was dazzled. Down below me lay Port-au-Prince, a glittering, gorgeous warren of tin shacks and the tiny squared-off fretwork of shantytown after shantytown, with the enormous white presidential palace, where Aristide was presumably working right now, at the center, a palace built by the Marines during an earlier U.S. occupation of Haiti. The shantytowns draped themselves over the hillsides around the capital like sequined gowns, and then we were off to the Artibonite Valley, green, lush, and wide below us, with the brown river flowing through it.


The landscape was wonderful to me. Watching Haiti open up below us was like taking in at one gulp the entire place, with all its social complexity and all its history and geography and topography. It was like looking at what the book I had written about Haiti five years earlier ought to have been, all the knowledge about the country concentrated into a single page scrawled with forest, mountain, river, and sand. Caught up in the emotional surge that flight can trigger, I was transfixed, spellbound. The cresting mountains and the flat green valley, and then the desertified wasteland that spills toward the Caribbean—the brown, then green, then blue waters reaching out and away—seemed to explain everything to me, all at once. My love of this place (and no other word will do), an overwhelming emotion that I had thought lost to me with time and too much knowledge, came back with the force of pain and ecstasy. I was within inches of the Haitian skies; I was inside the Haitian clouds; I could see all of Haiti.


Farther north we flew, into cloud and out of cloud, with the sun beating through the mists like a living thing. I kept craning my neck so that I could see what lay below. But now there was only the pink and golden froth and spume of cloud.


“Here we go,” said Kelly, leaning toward me, his voice right there in my head. “Want to see the Citadelle?”


I felt he was offering me the most fabulous present I could ever receive. I couldn’t speak, but nodded. He turned to the pilot, and I felt the machine falling.


We circled out and then back in toward something, some target, and then, like Leviathan, the Citadelle parted the clouds, half shrouded in a shawl of yellow, gold, and white mist, as if Napoleon himself had thrown his heraldic banner around its shoulders. The fortress’s stony battlements sprang upward toward us from the mountaintop where it had been built by former slaves almost two centuries before Ray Kelly and I made this descent on it in our fragile, tiny, unimaginable air machine. As we flew over and around the huge thing, I didn’t blink. I didn’t want to waste a second of this vision.


This massive redoubt was built by the revolutionary leader Henri Christophe, I knew. A former slave and mason, waiter, and hotel manager, Christophe had bought his freedom by the time of the Haitian uprising in 1791, in which a huge population of slaves fought for their freedom against an overwhelmingly armed colonial power—and won. It was the first and last successful slave revolution in history. Although France was the final imperial power to fall before the slaves’ onslaught, the British and Spanish had also been thrust aside by the revolutionaries.


After the revolution broke out, Christophe fought for independence and was made a general by Toussaint Louverture, the foremost leader of the revolt, in 1802. In 1805, a year after independence from France was declared, Christophe began the construction of this citadel, not far from his palace, Sans-Souci (which means “no worries,” and has to have been ironic).


Foundations for the colossal structure were erected on the highest promontory overlooking the northern coast, in order to protect the new nation from invasion—and in order to allow Christophe to survive internal dissension and attack, as well. Six years after work had commenced, Christophe declared himself king of Haiti and ruled the northern half of the country for more than nine years as such. He reimposed a slavery-like system in the half of Haiti that he governed, and was unloved by his people. The title he created for himself was:


Henri, by the grace of God and the constitution of Haiti, King of Haiti, Sovereign of the islands of Tortuga, La Gonâve, and the other adjacent islands, Destroyer of Tyranny, Regenerator and Benefactor of the Haitian nation, Creator of its moral, political, and military institutions, first crowned monarch of the New World, Defender of the Faith, and Founder of the royal and military order of Saint-Henri.


It’s estimated that it required some twenty thousand people to build the Citadelle. As I looked down on the steep mountainside where it stands, I could imagine their almost Sisyphean travails. But somehow, at the cost of hundreds of workers’ lives, the stones of the Citadelle were put in place. Many of those stones and bricks were taken from the revolutionary wreckage of French plantations along the coast—another example of Christophe’s sense of architectural irony.


King Henri had a stroke in 1820 as the murderous work on the Citadelle was nearing completion. There ensued mutinies among his troops, and soon afterward, at the age of fifty-three, he shot himself rather than be taken in a coup. His loyal retainers covered his body in lime and buried the decomposing remains deep within the fortress walls. I thought of Christophe’s dust lying below me as we overflew the courtyards of the monument, some of which, I could see, as I peered carefully through the helicopter’s open door, were still piled high with unspent cannonballs from his day. The only other approach to the Citadelle, at the summit of Bishop’s Cap mountain, is on foot or on donkey-back.


The Citadelle is the biggest colonial-era fortress in the Western Hemisphere and has been appropriated over time as the great national symbol of Haiti. On tourism ministry posters and bank calendars, on postage stamps and on currency, the ship-like fortress looms. Haitian companies are often named after this incredible edifice. Images of it appear in the logos of car rental companies, airlines, insurance firms. It is the physical manifestation of Haiti’s declaration of eternal independence from and resistance to foreign intervention. Or so most Haitians would assert.


But the symbol is hollow. For almost a century after its completion, no foreign power seriously attempted to conquer the land the Citadelle protected. And that was not because of the imposing fortress. Precisely because Christophe’s revolution had succeeded, the country he and Toussaint and the rest of Haiti’s slaves created had become undesirable and no longer needed such protection. Haiti had been the most profitable colony in the New World, but now its fabulously lucrative economic system, plantation slavery, was ruined. The French, who had died by the tens of thousands trying to keep their sugar plantations and their slaves for France, were through with Haiti, at least for the long historical moment. But not all foreigners had finished their work here. In 1915, the Americans came by ship to distant Port-au-Prince with a plan to control Haiti. Even at its lofty height of three thousand feet, the Citadelle could not monitor that faraway harbor.


Now, foreigners come by air, like me and Ray Kelly. So in the end, the Citadelle, the greatest creation of Christophe’s imagination—other than freedom, and Haiti—was unnecessary, even meaningless, a national embarrassment: grandiose, extravagant, cruel, useless.
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The conundrum of the Citadelle lies at the heart of this book, because this book is about Haiti and its relation to the rest of the world, about Haiti’s relationship with us. But really this tale begins and ends, for me, with three little black plastic boxes, numbered 18252, 18254, 18256. I came across these the other day, as I was finishing work on this book.


Although I hadn’t seen them for twenty-five years, I knew almost immediately what they contained: “Quality color slides,” as it said on their tops, in raised print camouflaged by age. Treasure.


Inside were pictures from my first trip to Haiti.


So much was contained in these three small boxes. I sat down with them, transported back to the first few days I’d ever spent in Haiti, an amazing time, a terrible time, an exhilarating time, a shocking time, a time of unrest and upheaval. I held the slides up to the light. The crowds were carrying trees; fires were burning in the background; people were massed in such numbers on vehicles that you couldn’t see the trucks beneath them. Bodies were lying on the ground. After almost thirty years in power, this was the Duvalier dynasty coming to an end. Jean-Claude “Baby Doc” Duvalier had fallen on this very day.


It was February 7, 1986.


When last I had looked at the slides, the day I picked them up from the developer at the end of that February, everything that was happening in each mini stained glass window was obscure to me, like stations of the cross if you didn’t know the whole story and all its dramatis personae from beginning to end. I was so new to Haiti. The slides seemed like formal medieval tableaux filled with messages and import, with mysterious splendor, shadowing forth—as they used to say—the meaning of all the Haitian drama I was yet to witness. The pictures had some significance, I knew, but at that moment, they illuminated almost nothing. I didn’t yet possess the Haitian alphabet necessary to read them. I fumbled and groped to understand what they were showing, but I couldn’t yet see in the kind of twilight they provided.


I put them aside, and then forgot them.
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The place, however, stuck with me. I was not to be the kind of foreign correspondent who goes from hot spot to hot spot, covering the dramatic moment, the revolution, the war—news, in short. No, no. In fact, I was not a foreign correspondent at all. I fell into Haiti from my desk in New York at the very staid Time magazine of those days. There was something eternal about Haiti that, to use ideas and terms from the ancients, called to me as I sat in my office on the Nation hallway on the twenty-fifth floor of the Time offices at 1271 Avenue of the Americas in deep Manhattan in the mid-1980s, massaging articles on the fate of ephemeral legislation in Washington.


I’d been following the Haiti story from up here already, in a desultory fashion. I’d read Graham Greene’s novel about the reign of François Duvalier, known as Papa Doc, who was Jean-Claude’s vicious and obsessive father and had preceded him in office. The scenes from The Comedians have never faded from my mind: the dark palms; the crumbling gingerbread hotel; the body in the empty pool; the innocent, hilarious, vegetarian Americans; the mercenaries; the guerrillas in the hills; the funeral interrupted by the Tonton Macoutes, Papa Doc’s personal secret police.


“Impossible to deepen that night,” Greene said of Haiti under Papa Doc, in his introduction to the novel, which was published in 1965. With all its tropical color and romance and danger, The Comedians was a novel that would naturally appeal to someone stuck in a twenty-fifth-floor office in Manhattan.


I spoke French, too, and would occasionally pick up the demented Haitian exile newspapers (of which there were many) at my local newsstand on 115th Street, papers whose columns were so colored by the political longings and machinations of their publishers that they were nearly incomprehensible to the newcomer. Reading them was like turning on a decades-old soap opera for the first time as it was coming to the concluding episode of the season. This, I began to gather, was the season of the end of Duvalier, the concluding episode in a show that had gone on for long enough, already.


I can’t really explain how I felt about this at the time: the dictator’s imminent departure, how soon it might come, how he would take a whole Haitian world with him as he fled . . . and that I might have missed the Duvalier era—that I would never see it, therefore never understand it, that a part of my essential body of knowledge was rushing to escape me before I’d even begun to acquire it. I felt my heart would break if I missed it; in retrospect, you could say that what I was feeling was destiny.


I know that it wasn’t Haiti’s incomparable art that drew me, nor the island’s green, mountainous landscape—since I didn’t know much about either of these until after I’d arrived. Nor was it the country’s long western beaches, certainly, nor the drums, sequins, pomp, and rugged, meaty African splendor of voodoo practice and ritual—I didn’t know these either. It wasn’t even some sense of obligation to the suffering people of the world that pulled me toward the country. I had little sentiment at the time—and have even less now, after my Haitian education.


Above all, back then, I needed to see the Tonton Macoutes. I wanted to have the chance to witness them. I was obsessed with it, with observing them as they really were, unmediated by Greene or any other interpreter. I wanted to capture them in my mind before they faded into history’s darkness, seize them for my own as they strode the Haitian streets in broad daylight, in all their arrogance, guns tucked into the waistlines of their jeans, denim hats pulled low over their sunglasses, sniffing down victims.


And so, a week before Jean-Claude Duvalier would end up fleeing from Haiti, I flew down for the first time, on the American Airlines morning flight out of JFK. When we emerged from the plane onto the tarmac of François Duvalier International Airport, a three-man band was playing “Haïti Chérie,” a lilting Caribbean melody. There were the Tonton Macoutes, moving in shadows behind immigration. The baggage claim was an insane welter of shouting and shoving, of bodies, bags, soldiers, customs officials, porters, antique trolleys, beggars.


I clutched my camera and squeezed my way out of there, not neglecting to pay a small bribe to customs en route, in order to liberate my bag from that terrible place.


Not that day, but soon after, I began taking the pictures that I had just now rediscovered.
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In those intoxicating first days, I roamed the city with Milfort Bruno, a guide attached to the rickety gingerbread Hotel Oloffson, who now runs a struggling trinket shop across the street. Milfort and I went everywhere together; we saw everything. I took pictures of the Tonton Macoutes in the shantytowns; I watched a big macoute force a young girl to dance at a pre-Carnival street party. I saw the sticks and knives of lesser macoutes. After Duvalier fled the country, Milfort and I got in a car accident fleeing from a running crowd. Another passenger managed to bash Milfort’s thumb as we were shutting my car trunk, as Milfort enjoys recalling to this day. I have a set of dominoes Milfort helped me pilfer from the ruins of the Tonton Macoute headquarters in a town that was then called Duvalierville, and a notebook recording the whereabouts of guns, from the headquarters in Pétionville. We watched the crowd take apart two of the Duvaliers’ houses, in an action that was called dechoukaj, or uprooting—in the countryside this was something farmers did in a more literal fashion before planting a new crop. We watched the crowd scale the walls of the CARE warehouse and rush away with bags of food. We saw a man shot outside the walls.


Milfort ran through the crowds who were celebrating Duvalier’s departure; he located the bodies of unfortunate Duvalierists and Tonton Macoutes for me. He led me to a crop of presidential hopefuls; there were so many, each one sitting stiffly in a business suit in a living room with formal chairs and artificial flowers on a coffee table and a wife in the background. It was as if there had been a bottleneck of presidential candidates waiting through the long, long years of the Duvaliers’ rule (father and son were both “president-for-life”), and now the thing had come uncorked and out the candidates popped by the dozens.


Milfort carried a big plastic bottle around with him, filled with homemade raw rum; that was a perk for him for covering this story. The sunny days were filled with incident and his bottle was filled with klerin. Frenzy and ecstasy were the rule of the moment, and we bobbed and drove from one historic scene to the next, working all day and all night. Bottle in hand, on the passenger side, Milfort, silent and wondering, guided me with grave, kingly generosity.


He realized quickly that I would interview anyone who had anything to say. And after Duvalier left and the Tonton Macoutes threw off their denim uniforms and rushed into hiding, everyone had something to say. The whole country had burst out talking (they haven’t really stopped since). I put reams of quotes into my notebooks, and when I’d get back to the Oloffson’s terrace, my new friend Greg Chamberlain, then a reporter for the Guardian, would ask me what I’d gotten (that’s how reporters refer to the culling of information). Whatdja get, whatdja get?


I’d say that I had talked to this priest and that general, and to some presidential candidate, and to this guy I met in the street, and a market lady, and some man who said he was a tailor.


“Ah,” said Greg, “you’ve been interviewing Fred Voodoo.” He said it with a smirk. This was the reporters’ joking name back then, I learned, for the Haitian man (or woman) in the street. It’s a name that has faded as reporters have gotten younger and more politically correct—although I suspect that there are still retrograde British journalists who use it.


And Greg was right; that’s what I had been doing. Fred Voodoo always had a lot to say.
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What did Fred Voodoo want to talk about? What did he care about? What were Fred Voodoo’s subjects?


I first talked with him—me hobbling through Creole learned on tapes put out by the University of Indiana—near the intersection of Avenue John Brown and Avenue Martin Luther King. Fred wanted to discuss democracy. He was thinking about what it would be like to be free, not to have a stick or a machete or a gun threatening him all the time, to walk around without cringing, not to have to give the local macoute money, women, things—and how it would feel to vote freely for a president who might care about him, who might worry about Fred Voodoo and all his problems.


Fred also wanted to make sure I knew which macoutes were the worst ones. He was focused in an unhealthy way on Jean-Claude Duvalier’s wife, the fashionable, beautiful, upper-class Michèle Bennett, and her furs and her refrigerated closet. I should be aware, Fred Voodoo often told me, that the First Lady was a whore. Fred Voodoo often showed me his house. He would guide me around the one room, with the one bed, no kitchen, no lights, no bathroom. A pregnant wife and a bunch of skinny kids. Fred was thinking about food, about having enough of it, for himself and his kids, and about how a real country, a free country, would have enough food and at prices people could pay. He wanted a real house, too. With cement walls. He wanted a television. He did not want to go cut sugarcane in the Dominican Republic for a third season, or to have to emigrate to Guyana.


To me it was like: come on, Fred, think big. Because to me, coming from Manhattan in 1986, it didn’t seem adequate to dream of voting and eating and personal security. How about learning pure math and classical philosophy and applied engineering? How about jobs and training, and making more than a dollar a day? How about public health care in a land where diphtheria and polio and tuberculosis were rampant, were considered everyday diseases to have, and to live with—to say nothing of AIDS? And did I mention sewers and running water, sanitation, street cleaning, public transportation, and electricity? I forgot to mention these. I didn’t even get to them, and neither did Fred Voodoo.
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There is barely a moment in all Haitian history that has no relation to the United States. Haiti is like a fifty-first state, a shadow state, one that the United States wants to keep hidden in the attic and that bears all the scars of the two countries’ painful twinned narrative. As the historian Laurent Dubois has written, “Haiti and the United States grew up together.” It was never a healthy sibling relationship. We can start with the Haitian Revolution, which ensured the freedom of Haiti’s slaves by 1804, while the United States still had a slave economy and trembled at the thought of black insurrection only a few hundred miles from our shores. And we can go on from there to the first U.S. occupation of Haiti, from 1915 to 1934.


Papa Doc’s black nationalist movement, or noirisme, however sincere or insincere it was at the beginning, was a direct reaction to the U.S. occupation, which ended the year François Duvalier turned twenty-seven. During his formative years, Papa Doc had watched while the Marine-controlled administration favored Haiti’s lighter-skinned, wealthier class, the mulatto elite, as it is sometimes called, whose power came down to them from slavery days. Papa Doc and his friends and classmates all came from the newly rising black Haitian middle class (also in some ways a product of the available mid-level clerical jobs created by the Marines’ presence), and were just marginally tolerated by the elite.


So some twenty-plus years after the Americans left, Duvalier was ensconced in the presidential palace, surrounded by his henchmen. Formerly quiet and unassuming, and seemingly low-key, Papa Doc had by now charged his batteries up to a hundred percent, and noirisme had devolved into an odious code now called Duvalierism. All lit up and glowing with fury, then, Papa Doc turned on the elite with a wrath that could only have come from profound resentment combined with the reasonable fear that this class would do anything to unseat him and recover its hegemony. During his rule, hundreds if not thousands of members of Haiti’s elite, its best-educated and most sophisticated people (many of whom were also leaders in the Haitian Army), were assassinated. For perceived threats or insults, entire families were sometimes executed; thousands of others fled, in a terrible brain drain from which Haiti has yet to recover. The elite were not the only victims of Duvalier’s total domination of Haiti’s political sphere, however. People from all walks of life died because he or his minions ordered it.


Papa Doc liked to believe that he was the political descendant of the fieriest figure of the revolution, Jean-Jacques Dessalines, who was Christophe’s comrade at arms and was bloody-minded, intransigent, wily. Dessalines was the revolutionary leader who is said to have cried, “Koupe tet, boule kay,” as the slaves continued their insurrection against Napoleon and France and the plantation masters. “Cut off the head, burn down the house,” it means. And that’s what Dessalines’s followers did. From the leisure of old age, a French officer and witness of those revolutionary battles recalled Dessalines’s troops:


You had to have seen their cold bravery to form an idea of it. Their chants, sung out into the air by two thousand voices, with cannons providing the bass, produced a frightening effect . . . These black masses marching in ranks to their death, singing under a magnificent sun, are still present in my memory, and today even, after more than forty years, this imposing and grandiose tableau is as vivid to me as it was in those first seconds.


According to legend, Dessalines also said, “Blan bon lè li san tet.” Or, a white man’s only good without his head.


In 1804, having defeated the French at the Battle of Vertières, Dessalines declared the new country’s independence, named it Haiti (from the indigenous word for mountains), and took over the reins of power in the southwest half of the country. He gave himself the title “emperor-for-life” and ruled with great pomp and glory until he was assassinated two years later. It is said that Christophe, in the north, knew of the plot against Dessalines but decided not to warn his former ally. To Haitians today, it all sounds like politics as usual, but on a grander scale.


Papa Doc identified with Dessalines both because the emperor was visibly the man who had created Haiti and had therefore become a symbol of Haitian nationalism, and because Dessalines was the one who, with enormous military aplomb and cruel violence, defeated the French plantation system. In Duvalier’s mind Dessalines was a great symbol of black power. Dessalines’s treatment of the enemy was to be emulated, and Papa Doc went on to cut off the heads of his rivals and foes, and to burn down their houses as well. Like many a nationalist leader, Papa Doc thought of himself as the state, and so anyone who was his enemy was Haiti’s enemy, was Dessalines’s enemy—and deserved the most brutal punishment.
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When Papa Doc came to power in 1957, Haiti’s best hope was only a toddler, four years old. When Papa Doc died and Baby Doc took over, Haiti’s best hope was eighteen years old. Baby Doc was only a year older.


I met Haiti’s best hope almost by accident one evening. Milfort Bruno took me to him. Baby Doc had fled the country just the day before. Milfort guided me down to the shantytown near the end of Grand Rue, called La Saline. I worried that we were on a fool’s mission, as I often had been already in Haiti, after only a few days, and as I have been so many times since. (And who’s the fool? Me.) It was dangerous to be in the streets at night while Haiti had no real leadership, although it had also been dangerous to be in the streets when it did.


Milfort and I parked in front of a small white church. It was sunset. People were heading home for the day, iridescent-winged roosters under the men’s arms for cockfights, and plastic buckets of water on the women’s heads, translucent with the setting sun. Brouette men, or cart haulers, pulled their wares down the broad central avenue. Market ladies brave enough to have opened their stalls during the unrest were closing them up now. From his seat on the passenger side, Milfort shooed me out of the car with a backward-pushing flick of his fingers. He would remain inside, listening to music and protecting the vehicle. He had his trusty plastic bottle with him. Ask for Father Aristide, he told me. Haiti’s best hope.


And I did. I met this slight, bespectacled, skinny little man in the interior courtyard of the vocational school that was attached to his church, St. Jean Bosco. Then still a parish priest, Aristide was surrounded by his orphan boys and some young men and women, and everyone was happy and smiling because Duvalier was gone. I would come to know those orphan boys well, and one especially: Filibert Waldeck, the wild one. To many reporters, Filibert would have been Fred Voodoo, a kind of speaking cipher. But in the end he turned out to be, for me, Filibert Waldeck, a real, particular, single human being with plenty of his own foibles and problems, and his own sad fate.
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There’s a reason that that awful and potent name has stuck with me: Fred Voodoo. It sums it all up, in a way. First of all, how Haitians have been reduced to a very few things in the outsider’s mind, and even those things not understood. When I watched television news in my kitchen in L.A. during the days that followed the 2010 earthquake, before I went back down again, I kept thinking of Fred Voodoo; that’s how the television reporters were talking as they stood in their khakis and work boots amid the rubble. That’s how the camera crews were shooting. You didn’t need to say Fred’s name in order to summon the sentiment, which is a kind of condescension filled with pity. Look at this! the footage shouted. Yo, the morgue is just a scene of damnation! it went on. Look how bad this is over here! it said. Can you buh-lieve people are living like this? (that was always an aspect of Haiti coverage, but especially after the earthquake). The objectification of the Haitians’ victimization—that’s one aspect of the Fred Voodoo syndrome. How beautiful the Haitians look in their misery; they always do. You can count on them.


You can count on them to give the camera a huge, photogenic smile upon emerging from the rubble more than a week after the earthquake. You can count on them to be bathing in a thin crystalline shower of sparkling water at sunset, half naked, with smoke from a garbage fire burning nearby and the thin sheets of the tents they’re living in transfused with late sunlight: gorgeous. You can count, also, on guns, on uniforms. You can count on a dark, angry sky over a colorful crowd as the sun goes down, or comes up. In Haiti photojournalists are active at sunrise and sunset, because the light is beautiful and people’s features more readable in the slanting sun. All of this makes the person known as Fred Voodoo alluring and mysterious to the outside world, strange and impenetrable, and lovely as a visual object. If I’ve learned one thing in Haiti, it’s how to deconstruct a photograph of suffering, of poverty, of the pain of others. The fact that he or she is also voluble and highly quotable, and very articulate, makes Fred Voodoo excellent material for video and excellent copy for the page. Indeed, for pages not unlike these pages.


But that was something I always wanted not to participate in: the uses of Fred, the abuses of Fred.


And let’s just mention his last name, which of course is most important: voodoo, Voodoo. This was the label, the only label, that outsiders knew they could paste onto every single last existing Haitian. No one in Haiti was not Fred Voodoo, to a foreign correspondent, to a wide-eyed missionary, to an exhausted development worker. Outsiders were always looking for something easy to define. The cliché about the country is that 90 percent of Haitians are Catholics, and 100 percent are vodouisant, or voodoo worshippers. So you could call a distinguished academician Fred Voodoo; you could pin this nametag on a provincial bishop. You could even think of the country’s president that way. Certainly every shantytown dweller was Fred Voodoo, to an imperceptive, uninitiated eye.


Voodoo was something that could be understood as—most important—not us. It was other, and both seductive and alien. It was everything the white Westerner was not: exotic, African, pagan, exciting, dangerous, deep. The people who called Haitians Fred Voodoo—or who thought of them that way—often had very little idea of what the traditional religion encompassed, and even less of all the other factors that went into making Haitians Haitian, such as French colonialism, the period of slavery, the loss of Africa, French blood and tradition, the relationship with America.
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While he was still a priest and not internationally known, I used to say to Aristide—after a season of terrible unrest, or after a season of assassination attempts against him—that it would be pleasant one day for us to sit in facing rocking chairs in front of a little house somewhere when I would come down for a visit to Haiti, and to remember all he’d been through. We’ll have gray hair, I would say. He would laugh, humoring me. I used to tell him, because I was a romantic who believed in all sorts of outmoded nineteenth-century things like honor, sacrifice, and martyrdom, that I would rather visit him in the national penitentiary than in the presidential palace. I literally and word for word told him that, several times. He would smile, tolerant of my girlish, romantic, American ideas.


But he had other plans.


In 1990, about a month after he told me he would never participate in elections in Haiti because they were run and controlled by the U.S. government, he announced that he was running for president, and then—upsetting the plans of everyone who’d been participating, including the U.S. government—he won. He was ousted in 1991, less than a year after taking office, during the administration of the American president whom Haitians like to call Papa Bush.


Three years later, with Bill Clinton in the White House, Aristide was flown back to Haiti on Air Force One. Ray Kelly was down in Haiti already, preparing the way.


I got a tour of the private palace rooms from President Aristide; we looked at Michèle Bennett Duvalier’s disco closet and her fur refrigerator. Her closet was the kind of thing you thought must absolutely be an urban legend, invented by Fred Voodoo, but there it was. It reminded me of the gold plates that an American friend of mine had heard about from the shanty dwellers she was working with. These plates, the people told her, were used on the table of a Haitian doctor, a member of Haiti’s Syrio-Lebanese clan who ran the big health clinic in the slum. Now, how could such people, living in one-room shacks with dirt floors, know that this doctor had golden dishware? My friend laughed about the plates and thought of the story as a metaphor for money and plenty. But later, when she was invited to dinner at the doctor’s house up on the hill, it turned out that his family really did have gold-plated service chargers beneath the regular dishware on the table. “The story,” my friend pointed out, “must have come from his servants up there, all the way down into the shantytown.”


Just before Aristide ran again for president (a Haitian politician can hold the office twice, but not in consecutive terms; no more presidents-for-life, that is—we shall see), I came down in 2000 to interview him for the New York Times Magazine. We’d had our ups and downs by then. I’d written a piece for the Los Angeles Times that he thought was unfair to him—in retrospect, perhaps it was. In any case, we hadn’t spoken in four years before this meeting. I was disappointed in what he’d been able to achieve in his sporadic moments in the presidency, although he had been working against very harsh odds. Because I’d written about these disappointments, he no longer trusted me.


At our meeting, Aristide was stiff, formal, and correct, as if with a stranger. I had broken trust. We sat in his big white office in his big white house. He showed me that a friend had re-bound for him all the books in his library that had been damaged by looters after he was ousted in 1991. One of the books was the one I had written and published in 1989, in which he figured largely. He showed it to me as if to say: this is a reminder of how you once thought of me.


But I could not think of him in any simple way anymore, in any pure way. Between him and me lay not only many wasted political opportunities, I felt, but also, figuratively, the body of our old friend Jean Dominique. Dominique was one of the most famous men in Haiti, and the country’s best-known and best-loved journalist, who had been a great and valiant foe of the Duvaliers and had survived, largely by fleeing into exile. Now, even though Dominique’s old friend René Préval was in office as president, this courageous democrat had been assassinated, along with a security guard, in front of his radio station—just a few months before I came down to visit. Until a few weeks before he was killed, Dominique, too, hadn’t seen Aristide in years. When I met with Aristide that summer after the assassination, no one had been arrested or prosecuted for the killings. This was typical of Haitian justice, but I had believed that things were going to be different under Aristide, and under Préval. I could see that Préval was trying to depart from the norm, and trying to bolster the investigation. But he wasn’t having much luck.


A few months later, Aristide was reelected president. He didn’t have much more success in the Dominique case. He and I have never spoken again, although I have repeatedly tried to renew the conversation. He’s told mutual friends that “there will come a time” for us to talk again—I doubt it. He finally had three people arrested in the Dominique case, but they were never brought to trial. Six more were later arrested and also never tried. After three years in office, Aristide was overthrown again, this time under Baby Bush, and ended up in exile for seven years in South Africa. The three men his government had had arrested in the Dominique case escaped after that coup.


[image: logo]


Let’s go back to those slides now. But let me say right away that these were very bad pictures, many of them taken in the midst of demonstrations and mob attacks and army actions, and also poorly taken by someone who did not know what she was seeing—who was not a foreign correspondent and who was certainly no photographer. A naïve person, and a romantic. That was me back then, before my Haitian education. I knew at the time that I was seeing history in the making, and even history itself, but I wasn’t sure who was who or what was what. Some of the slides are utterly black, taken at night by a person who did not know how to take a picture at night. And in the others, I didn’t know enough about what I was seeing to place the important action at the center of my pictures.


But now I know.


Here, first of all, was the great white mausoleum of the Famille Duvalier, in a prominent corner of the national cemetery in Port-au-Prince. Here were the Haitian people crowded around it, on the day Baby Doc Duvalier left Haiti. They were taking the tomb apart tile by tile and brick by brick, with their bare hands, ripping away stucco and cement. Next slide: bones pulled from a coffin that the crowd found in the mausoleum. Next slide: the fire that was set to burn the bones. Next slide: a blackened femur, smoke, flame, bits of a hand. Was this Papa Doc? The crowd wanted to think so. I want to think so.


They were ridding the country of Duvalierism. That’s what the picture said to me then. That’s what I faithfully believed, for years. But at the beginning of 2011, twenty-five years later, Baby Doc came back! To only mild protesting. He set up house back on the hill where he had formerly lived, and went about the normal life of a rich Haitian businessman—dining out, going to dinner parties, appearing at public events. So, needless to say, the pictures have a different meaning for me now, a deeper meaning, less easily interpreted but truer.


Here are the people, in another slide, pulling one of the Tonton Macoutes from his headquarters. This guy was a well-known leader, and also happened to be the mayor of his town. The people surrounded his headquarters, and they grabbed him . . . Next slide: they’ve got him . . . Next slide: he’s sitting, pretty comfortably, in the back of an army pickup truck, surrounded by soldiers. Innocent that I was then, I thought that the army was arresting him, taking him downtown for booking, as if this were a state functioning—suddenly—under the rule of law. But now I know: the army had been summoned by him, to save his skin from the immediate danger. The soldiers were protecting him from the crowd. A few days later he was interviewed at his nice suburban house. He was wearing a beige suit and a diamond ring. He didn’t seem too worried.


Not, of course, that he should have been lynched, but it showed you, if you understood it, where the army stood in Haitian affairs in 1986. This was one of the reasons why, when Aristide disbanded the army eight years later, it was considered a great victory for human rights in Haiti.


Soon after Baby Doc returned, and a few weeks before the 2011 presidential elections, Aristide came back from his long exile in South Africa. He was greeted by a large crowd. Chantal Regnault, a Frenchwoman who has spent many decades in Haiti, was there at the airport. She was unimpressed (the French often are): “Yeah, he came out of the plane and spoke in Zulu for two minutes; then he pointed out that it was his eighth language. Then, he talked about the chambers of his heart. Well, the kids who came to see him had no idea what he was talking about and were bored out of their minds.” Still, the crowd accompanied Aristide and his wife and two daughters and the rest of the convoy all the way from the airport to his suburban home, where he had to be hustled inside.


Today, Haiti’s new president, Michel Martelly, a pop singer, wants to reinstate the army Aristide disbanded. Martelly also approved the dismissal of human-rights-violations charges against Baby Doc. He went to kiss Baby Doc on New Year’s Day. (Afterthought: he went to kiss Aristide, too, but the embrace was not as hearty.) In speaking of a pardon for Duvalier, Martelly didn’t mention justice—only reconciliation. Martelly and Duvalier also observed the second earthquake anniversary together, at a burial ground north of Port-au-Prince formerly known as Titanyen, meaning “Little Nothing”—a depressing site, a seaside paupers’ graveyard, where bodies are thrown and then covered with dirt.


Hundreds and perhaps even thousands of the earthquake’s victims were brought here in municipal dump trucks in the weeks following the catastrophe, and quickly buried. But, as everyone in attendance must have known, Titanyen was also where the victims of Papa Doc and Baby Doc ended up. Bill Clinton arrived at the ceremony, too, and shook Duvalier’s hand.


So much for Operation Uphold Democracy.
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This book in your hands, then, is my attempt to put Haiti back together again for myself, to understand why all the simplest hopes and dreams of the men and women they call Fred Voodoo have been abandoned, and to stack the pieces flung apart by the earthquake back up into some semblance of the real country. I wanted to figure out, after so many attempts by so many to uphold democracy, why Fred and all his brothers and sisters have become, in our eyes at least, mere victims, to be counted up on one ledger or another as interesting statistics, casualties of dictatorship, of poverty, of disaster, of outside interference, of neglect, of history—of whatever you want to point a finger at—rather than as active commanders of their own destiny. I wanted to examine the so-called “Afro-pessimism” that outsiders often feel concerning Haiti, because the country is seen as a chunk of that easily misunderstood continent, floating in the wrong seas. Why, in outsiders’ minds, are Haitians still slaves, or worse, zombies?


I also wanted to explain the perception that the average Haitian is sitting around, after the earthquake, being once again “resilient”—a favorite word of outsiders when they note the Haitians’ special ability to put up with the ignorance and downright humiliation that others often dish out to them, as well as the series of unfortunate events that their history has comprised. Most of all I wanted to understand and explain why the outside world keeps sticking its fingers in the messy Haitian pie. Did we imagine we would pull out a plum? Was our compassion actually a form of contempt, as some analysts have suggested? I wanted, in short, to explain myself—and others who are like me, and not so like me.


I needed to go over it all again, for myself.


Because the thing about Haiti, for me and for everyone else who has come to know it well, is that it is not like anywhere else, not like anything else. It defies categorization. It’s an original (see under: revolution). It’s eccentric and unexpected. At every corner, in every conversation, with every new event, Haiti makes you think, it challenges you. Here in this stray corner of the Caribbean, many worlds and many times collide with one another: Europe and Africa, North America and Latin America, the colonial period and the age of technology, the era of slavery and the era of globalization.


After the earthquake, I tried to stay away. I thought to myself, why see Haiti in this situation, when it might suddenly be like any other place. I feared that with the capital and outer towns destroyed and the people homeless and wandering, Haiti might seem just like Aceh or Managua after their awful cataclysms—an epicenter of chaos and ruin, indistinguishable from the rest. Catastrophes tend to equalize.


So I waited, and waited, until I couldn’t stand it any longer. I used clever means of persuasion on myself, to keep me at home. I recalled Haitian politicians’ grandiloquence, which I assumed would be exacerbated by the disaster. I considered the sheer awfulness of so many of the outside groups who’d been angling for a piece of the Haitian action for so long; now they’d be slavering and ravening at the airport, at the wharves, in the camps and hospitals. I thought about resilience: Could I stand to see it in action again? I wondered, too, if I could bear to watch the difficult lives of most Haitians rendered even more unbearable by this dreadful event—I wasn’t sure about my own resilience. I worried, conversely, that I might experience “sympathy fatigue,” and then I’d have to hate myself.


I brooded about voodoo. Surely its adherents (which is to say, Haitians) would come up with an explanation for the catastrophe that worked within their system of belief. Oh, God; I didn’t want to hear it. I imagined, too, the celebrities and celebrated nonentities who would no doubt take this opportunity to cleanse themselves in the stream of Haiti’s misfortune. Already, they were making plans, making media noises. So I almost had myself convinced. While they went down from Hollywood and Minneapolis and Boston and Chicago and New York to Haiti, I would take the moral high ground—I tried to tell myself—and stay at home in Los Angeles.


I was trying to outrun the earthquake, not to let it enter my deeper consciousness. More foolish, I was trying to outrun Haiti, to evade it before it took me over once again. In vain. After so many years—after three children, three books, and thousands of pages of articles on dozens of topics—Haiti was still my great love. So down I went. I couldn’t even put it off for two weeks.


I flew to Boston and took a bus to a small airport outside of town. My plane was full of young doctors. As I gazed out the window at the light dusting of snow that had fallen over New England the night before, the woman next to me began talking about the child she’d been trying to adopt in Haiti for two years. She was going over a list of required documentation. She was talking about the obstacles. I thought of Filibert Waldeck when he was seven or so: a friend of mine had once contemplated adopting him—incredible if you knew Filibert, even at that age. I wondered if I would see him; had he survived? And I thought back to that long-ago helicopter ride over the Citadelle. I thought about planes flying and planes crashing, about buildings rising up and buildings falling down. I thought about the view from above, the overview—and about all I had learned in my many years down on Haitian ground. I was sorry about the earthquake, blankly sorry, the way you feel when something is too big and too terrible to imagine. But even in such conditions, even for such reasons, I was so happy to be going back.
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TOUSSAINT CAMP


Ti pay ti pay, zwazo fe nich li


Straw by straw, the bird builds his nest
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Back when I first went down to live in Haiti, six months after the fall of Baby Doc, Aristide, then still a parish priest, became one of my usual sources and a subject of the book I was writing at the time about Haiti after the fall of Duvalier. His sermons were fiery, explosive, eloquent things that heaped irony, invective, and metaphor in stunning blows upon the reputations and personalities of the ruling junta and the thugs, soldiers, and gangsters who continued to wield power in the months and years after Duvalier fled. Aristide’s personal courage was also astounding. He would simply walk into places where he knew his life was threatened; he would give his regular sermon at Sunday mass even on days when he knew the regime was sending its killers out into the church. I sat in the hot, overflowing church for so many of those sermons, squeezed between proper church ladies in their Sunday satins and taffetas, or between men in thin suits, their backs rigid with attention.


I used to talk with Aristide in his dark, mosquito-infested office, in the shadow of an effigy of a Tonton Macoute that stood in a corner, and I got to know all of the orphan boys who made up his coterie: Filibert Waldeck (the wild man), Ayiti (the beautiful), Ti Bernard (the smart one), Ti Sonny (the suck-up), Johnny (the corner boy). Those were just a few. They would hang around outside the office door; they’d play soccer in the courtyard with a deflated ball—like playing soccer with a pancake. They’d wash my car with rags and water so dirty that the car was even less presentable afterward than it had been before their ministrations. Nonetheless, I still owed them five dollars—they were clear on this point. Some of these orphans were not orphans at all but had run away from desperately impoverished homes or had simply been abandoned. The boys ranged from about six to about ten or twelve years old, and they were my second set of Creole teachers (after the Indiana tapes); they wanted me to learn the language fast so that the importuning and begging for which they summoned a surprising amount of rhetorical brilliance would be more efficient and effective with me. Chich, rasè: these were among the first words the boys taught me. Chich means cheap. Rasè means broke. I could immediately understand the meaning of the words “Amy gimme fie dolla.”


I still know these kids: that is, the ones who have survived since 1986—about 50 percent of them, at best. The ones who haven’t already died of AIDS and tuberculosis, of drugs and murder.


Filibert Waldeck continues to be a touchstone in my Haitian life, turning up here and there—not easy to find until he presents himself. He lives hand to mouth, has no job and two sons. He’s among the poorest of the capital’s poor, among the most destitute in every way. I always look for him when I go down to Haiti, and I was looking for him after the earthquake, too. Eventually I found him, but not where I thought I would. Instead I found substitutes, but no one could duplicate the intensity of Filibert, his schiziness, his high-energy quotient, his need, his boulevardier fizz.


I cruised the early earthquake camps, asking after Filibert, but no one had heard of him. The fact that I wasn’t finding Filibert bothered me—or, rather, the fact that he wasn’t finding me. I was worried because I knew that if he could, Filibert would turn up somewhere he thought I’d be: at Toussaint Camp or the other downtown camps, say, or at the hotel where I had stayed on and off during my visits to the country. I hoped he had survived. (This was at a time when Haitians would answer their cell phones with these words: “Alo. Yes, I’m alive.”) He would know, even better than I had known, that the earthquake would bring me down, along with dozens of rookie reporters who were easier touches. Filibert was a savvy student of the habits of journalists. No doubt he’d be frequenting reporters’ haunts in hopes of some friendly contributions. So where was he?


In my vain attempts to find Filibert, I’d found a bunch of other former Aristide orphans living—only for the moment, everyone hoped—in tents in Toussaint Camp, across the way from the Plaza Hotel. They were in their thirties now. They were unemployed. Some of them were fathers. In any case, they were no longer ragamuffins and baby street-toughs. One morning, when it was already too hot and getting hotter, I went out to visit two of them, Jerry and Samuel. This was my third trip down after the disaster (and I can’t say for sure, but possibly my thirtieth and maybe my fortieth trip to Haiti). Mangoes were coming to the end of their season.


Toussaint Camp was not a new place for me, but it was a changed place now, after the earthquake. The camp was in the center of Port-au-Prince. Before it became a tent camp, it had been the Champs de Mars park, the beating governmental heart of town, with the presidential palace on one side and, farther away, the Justice Ministry and also army headquarters—back when there still was a Haitian Army. The improvised camp had sprouted up fast here in the center of the square, where, every morning, promptly at eight (possibly the only thing that has ever consistently happened on time in Haiti), the Haitian flag was raised and all traffic stopped in acknowledgment as a tinny national anthem sounded from the palace.


What was left of the fruit on the few mango trees in town hung precariously above our heads like depressed decorations; yellow pulp and chewed pits littered the streets. I had on my crap camp shoes, for trekking through mud and whatever. The rainy season had just begun; the storms would come toward evening. A tap-tap jitney passed by in front of me, spraying me with filthy curb water from yesterday’s rains. This morning, Samuel and Jerry and Black Rouge and a few of the others had promised to play some more of their post-earthquake hip-hop stuff for me on the camp’s one computer (no Internet hookup, but a pair of human-size speakers). I’d heard bits and pieces on an earlier visit to the camp on a secondhand, outdated ghetto blaster.


When Jerry and Samuel and Filibert and the rest were his boys, long before the earthquake, most of Aristide’s orphans lived in shacks in one of Port-au-Prince’s worst shantytowns, or on the streets, or in the abandoned voodoo temple he’d found for them in a neighborhood called Tokyo. The temple was like a big warehouse: one vast room. Later, after Aristide became president, a few lucky boys migrated to the palace with him, where, from the grand French windows, they could look out on the statue of Toussaint Louverture in the middle of the square, Toussaint, the slave general and hero of the Haitian Revolution and the most famous of the founding fathers of Haiti.


Today, walking toward the camp, I could see, rising from among the tents, the very top of that bronze Toussaint, head and shoulders only, hatless in his revolutionary pigtail and broad black cape as he presided over the earthquake’s refugees, the hero’s camp a camp like all the others that had sprung up wherever there was open ground, wherever tent poles could be planted: backyards, courtyards, parks, unpaved parking lots, highway medians. The rest of Toussaint was lost among the tent tops and tarp peaks.


Just a few months after the earthquake, it was astonishing how the camps had morphed. What Toussaint Camp (and others like it) most resembled by now was a more than ordinarily ramshackle Haitian shantytown, not so different from the one where the boys once lived years ago in shacks and in Aristide’s voodoo temple. Like a shantytown, the camp had alleys and streets and was strung with frail, unauthorized electric wiring. Its paths were dotted with barbershops, cell-phone-charging stations, lottery shacks (also called “banks”), tailors’ stalls—each run by a single tailor with a pedal-operated Singer sewing machine—tiny restaurants, and private, one-woman day-care tents. At the edge of the camp was an ad hoc youth center, where Samuel and his friends tended to congregate. This is where I was heading, but first I had to meet up with the guys.


So I’m walking in this heat, and I am thinking about Aristide’s boys, who are no longer boys but some of whom I knew when they were little and cute and not so miserable—not so miserable in part because they were little and didn’t get it. A papadap man is walking just ahead of me, wearing his bright red papadap sign. He’s selling digital minutes for Digicel cell phones. You can buy twenty minutes, or you can buy one minute. This morning, I’ve come out of air-conditioning at a friend’s house up where the rich people live near the top of the hill above Port-au-Prince. One of the servants there made me a cheese omelet for breakfast while I sat on the terrace and dealt with my email over the WiFi connection. On my cell phone, I called Bony, a freelance taxi man, on his cell phone and hired him and his motorbike taxi to take me down the hill. That was fun, although perilous. Things are pretty easy for me now in Haiti. I know where I want to go, whom I want to see. I can find people, and I know how to make arrangements. My living conditions are pretty good, post-quake; sometimes I live with friends, other times, I get paid to come down and write, and so I can stay in hotels if I choose.


And here, now, I’m walking across the street to see these kids. They will not be emerging from air-conditioning (it’s called friz in Creole). Jerry, I know for a fact, is living with some other young men and a few steady girlfriends in a squalid tent as hot as a charcoal pit. The boys when I meet them today won’t have had breakfast—they have one meal a day, normally, when in funds. Also some of them are sick with fever, so they’re not really hungry. They don’t go to the doctor. They simply languish all day instead. They don’t rent mototaxis. (One of them has two brothers who share control of a mototaxi, so he’s the lucky one; his brothers also sell weed in the camp, I’ve been told.)


Jerry and Samuel and Black Rouge don’t have special shoes to put on for walking around where they live. They wear knockoff sneakers (kept a dazzling white, somehow) or black plastic flip-flops. The only parallel between their lives and mine is the cell phone, but even in the world of mobile communications, their lives are more constricted than mine. They don’t have credit; they don’t have a phone plan; they don’t have data. Their phones are not smart. With cash, in small amounts, they buy papadap minutes on the street that are downloaded onto their phone numbers. Often, they share phones: I call Jerry, I get Black. Or Samuel. I have no idea whose phone it is. Often, they will call me and then really quickly tell me to call them back, hanging up almost instantaneously. Callers pay for calls here. Receivers do not.
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