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The island Ayiti (land of high
mountains) was once home to about
one-and-a-half million Taínos Indians,
whose ancestors came from South
America. Living in thatched roof huts
around a central plaza, they farmed,
fished, and hunted. Five tribal caciques
(chiefs) ruled five kingdoms.

In 1492, Christopher Columbus
claimed the island for the Spanish who
later named it Hispaniola. The Taínos
welcomed the Europeans, bringing
them bread, fish, parrots, gold, and
cotton. Columbus noted that the natives
were submissive and would be easy to
enslave.
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Spaniards began pillaging villages
and killing or capturing the Taínos who
resisted. The Europeans believed it was
their divine right to seize Indian land
and enslave natives.

By 1503, most natives had died from
harsh labor in gold mines or diseases
contracted from the Spanish. Some
Taínos escaped to the mountains, where
they vowed to live free or die.

With feet and arms bound, Africans
were imported to replace the Indian
work force. Treated like livestock, slaves
were required to work without ceasing.
They revolted in 1522, but were quickly
suppressed.

By the early 1600s, French and
British settlers began to occupy western
Hispaniola. By 1697, Spain ceded the
western third of the island to the French,
which they named Saint-Domingue.
French settlers began cultivating sugar,
tobacco, indigo, coffee, and cotton.

With 6,000 plantations by 1789,
Saint-Domingue became France’s most
lucrative colony producing more sugar
and coffee than any other colony, in
the Americas. Sugar refineries required
more and more labor. As many as
one million Africans were brought to
Saint-Domingue.

The Code Noir decreed by French
King Louis XIV required that slaves
be kept together with their spouses,
be provided with adequate food and
clothing, and not be killed or tortured.
All slaves were to be baptized Catholic
and given Christian names.

In practice the Code Noir was not
enforced, and masters occasionally
tortured or mutilated slaves. Most
slaves were ill-fed and worked eighteen
to twenty hours a day. As plantations
accumulated great wealth, harsh
conditions killed one-third to one-half of
imported slaves within a few years.
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From 1751 to 1758, a slave conspiracy
was led by Makandal, a maroon slave
who had lost his hand in a sugar mill.
The Vodou priest conspired with slaves
to poison their masters’ households. The
rebel leader was captured and burned
at the stake, but he inspired slaves to
believe in their own freedom.
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Slave leaders gathered August 14,
1791, at Bois Caïman, with Vodou priest
Dutty Boukman and priestess Cécile
Fatiman. They took a blood oath to
revolt and break the bonds of slavery.
Boukman spoke of the Vodou warrior
god Ogou, who would “direct our arms
and stand beside us. Listen to the voice
of freedom rising in your heart.”

