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--As a novelist who won in the fall of 2009 the Prix Médicis for 
*L'Énigme du retour* (Grasset), Dany Laferrière was one of the 
writers 
invited to the Etonnants Voyageurs festival in Haiti that was to be 
held in Port-au-Prince from January 14 to 21.  After several days 
spent in the Haitian capital, he is back in Montréal, where he has 
lived for many years, and on Friday, January 15, granted us an 
interview. 
 
* Where were you when the earthquake happened? 
 
I was at the Hotel Karibé, which is in Pétionville, in the company of 
publisher Rodney Saint-Eloi.  He had just arrived and wanted to go 
his 
room.  Since I was hungry, I dragged him to the restaurant and that 
may have saved him...  We were thus in the process of dining when 
we 
heard a very loud noise.  At first I thought it was an explosion that 
came from the kitchens, then later I understood that this was an 
earthquake.  I immediately went out into the courtyard and lay down 
on 
the ground.  There were sixty endless seconds during which I had the 
impresssion that not only would it never end, but that the ground 
might open up.  It was enormous.  You had the feeling that the earth 
had become a sheet of paper.  There was no more density, you didn't 
feel anything any more, the earth was completely soft. 
 



* And after those sixty seconds? 
 
We got up and we said to each other that we needed to get away 
from 
the hotel, which was a pretty tall building, and therefore unsafe.  So 
we went down toward the tennis courts, where everybody had 
gathered. 
Two or three minutes later, we started to hear cries.  Near the hotel, 
where there was only a little damage, there were, in the courtyard, 
some little buildings that people rent by the year.  They had all 
collapsed.  We counted nine dead.  We were fearful of other tremors, 
but people got up to begin to render assistance. 
 
An enormous silence fell over the city.  No one moved, or almost no 
one.  Everybody was trying to imagine where those close to them 
might 
be.  Because when the earthquake hit, on Tuesday, January 12, 
Port-au-Prince was going at full tilt.  At 4:00 p.m., schoolkids were 
still lingering after class.  It was the moment when people make 
last-minute purchases before going home and when there were traffic 
jams.  A time when society is completely dispersed, scattered. 
Between 3:00 p.m. and 4:00 p.m., you know where those who are 
close to 
you are, but not at 4:50 p.m.  The anxiety couldn't have been greater. 
It created a deafening silence that lasted for hours.  Then people 
began to look for people.  We returned to the hotel, and thanks to 
American radio and word of mouth, we learned that the presidential 
palace had collapsed but that President Préval was safe.  But no one 
around us had news of their family. 
 
* How did you get some news? 
 
Thanks to my friend, the novelist Lyonel Trouillot, who was great. 
Although he has trouble walking, he came on foot all the way to the 
hotel.  We were at the tennis courts, so he didn't see us.  He came 
back the next day in his car to take me to my mother's house.  After 
that, we sent to see the great Frankétienne [playwright and writer], 
whose house had cracked wide open and who was in tears.  Just 



before 
the earthquake, he was practicing the monologue of one of his plays 
that evokes an earthquake in Port-au-Prince.  He said to me:  "We can 
no longer perform that play." 
 
I replied to him:  "Don't give it up, it's culture that will save us. 
Do what you know how to do."  This earthquake is a tragic event, but 
culture is what gives structure to this country.  I encouraged him to 
go out, telling him that people needed to see him.  When physical 
points of reference fall, there remain human points of reference. 
Frankétienne, that great artist, is a metaphor for Port-au-Prince.  He 
had to go out of his house.  As I went to my mother's place, I was 
worried because I saw that apparently solid structures were totally 
destroyed, and also countless victims. 
 
* Even in Pétionville, which was less hit? 
 
Yes, a lot.  I started to count them, then I stopped... There were 
piles of bodies that people were laying out carefully, along the 
roads, covering them with a sheet or a piece of cloth.  After the time 
of silence and angst, people began to go out and organize themselves, 
to seal the cracks in their houses.  Because what has saved this city 
is the energy of the poorest people.  To help, to go look for 
something to eat, all these people created an enormous energy 
throughout the city.  They gave the impression that the city was 
alive.  Without them, Port-au-Prince would have remained a dead 
city, 
because people who had what they need to live stayed home for the 
most 
part. 
 
* Is it to bear witness to that energy that you came home? 
 
That's true, but not only that.  When the Canadian Embassy offered 
to 
take me on Friday, I accepted because I was afraid that this 
catastrophe was provoking a highly stereotyped discourse.  We have 
to 



stop using the term "curse."  That's an insulting word that implies 
that Haiti did something wrong and that it's paying for it. 
 
It's a word that doesn't mean anything scientifically.  We've been hit 
by storms, for particular reasons, there has not been an earthquake of 
such a magnitude in 200 years.  If that's a curse, then we have to say 
that California and Japan are cursed, too.  OK, American 
televangelists are claiming that Haitians made a pact with the devil, 
but the media must not...  They'd do better to speak of the incredible 
energy that I saw, of those men and women who, with courage and 
dignity, helped each other.  Even though the city was in part 
destroyed and the government decapitated, people remained, 
worked, and 
went on living.  So please, stop using the term "curse," Haiti hasn't 
done anything, isn't paying for anything, it's a catastrophe that 
could happen anywhere at all. 
 
There's another expression that we need to stop using without 
thinking 
about it, and that's "looting."  When people risk their lives to go 
into ruins to look for something to drink and eat before cranes come 
to raze everything, that isn't looting, it's survival.  No doubt later 
there will be looting, because every city of two million inhabitants 
has its quota of thieves, but so far what I've seen are only people 
who are doing what they can to survive. 
 
* How is the international mobilization viewed? 
 
People feel that this time the aid is serious, that it's not a 
dramatic gesture, as has sometimes been the case in the past.  They 
see that foreign governments really want to do something for Haiti, 
and also that no one in the country wants to turn that assistance 
away.  Because what has just happened is much too serious.  There is 
so much to do, beginning with picking up the dead.  That will no 
doubt 
take several weeks.  Then it will be necessary to clear away the 
entire city in order to avoid epidemics.  But problem number one is 
water, because in Port-au-Prince, it's polluted.  Usually we boil it 



before drinking it, but there's no more natural gas. 
 
Haitians are hoping for a lot from the international community.  If 
things are decided at a very high level, in the framework of a vast 
reconstruction plan, then Haitians are ready to accept this final 
ordeal.  Since the representation of the state, through the decimated 
government, has been affected, this is the moment to go straight to 
the people and at last to do something bold for this country. 
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