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Introduction

Haiti, the western jewel of Hispaniola, is a land defined as much by its enduring spirit
as by its mountainous landscapes and turquoise shores. While often recognized for its
dramatic history and the resilience of its people, Haiti’s cities serve as living
chronicles—repositories of culture, history, struggle, and artistry. Each urban center
tells its own story, weaving a multifaceted tapestry that reveals not only where the
nation has been, but also the directions it might yet travel. “Cities of Haiti” invites
readers to journey through these vibrant urban landscapes, uncovering the
distinctiveness that lies at the heart of each community.

This book was conceived as both a historical exploration and a practical guide for
visitors intrigued by Haiti’'s complexity and diversity. From the bustling streets of Port-
au-Prince, a city that pulses with political energy and artistic creativity, to the tranquil,
pastel-hued facades of Jacmel, renowned as a haven for artists and dreamers, Haiti’s
cities offer much more than meets the eye. Whether seeking the echoes of revolution
in Gonaives, the grandeur of colonial architecture in Cap-Haitien, or the rhythms of
daily life along Les Cayes’ busy docks, travelers and readers alike will find themselves
immersed in narratives that continually intertwine past and present.

The history of Haiti’s cities is one of transformation and adaptation. Over centuries,
they have blossomed as centers of administrative power, commerce, education, and
faith; they have also survived—again and again—the upheavals of war, natural
disaster, and political uncertainty. The living traces of Taino civilization, French
colonial ambition, the fire of revolution, and ongoing struggles for stability and
progress can be read in their streets, marketplaces, and public squares.
Understanding each city’s place within the broader Haitian context enriches not only
the visitor’s journey but also appreciation for the country’s indomitable character.

Today, Haiti's urban centers face a blend of extraordinary challenges and remarkable
opportunities. Widespread poverty, infrastructure constraints, and the lingering scars
of earthquakes and hurricanes remain, yet so too does an abundance of innovation,
artistry, and a communal drive toward a more hopeful future. Local festivals explode
with color and sound, while artisans craft beauty from humble materials. Markets buzz
with entrepreneurial energy, and the ongoing vibrancy of Haitian music and visual arts
asserts the creative pulse that animates each city.

For visitors, these cities offer both discovery and reflection. They are places to grasp
the scale of Haiti's achievements and adversities, to witness firsthand the day-to-day
realities that shape life across the nation, and to connect, however briefly, with the

enduring hope that defines Haitian urban life. From the largest metropolitan areas to
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the smallest provincial towns, every city profiled in these pages has something vital to
offer the curious traveler or student of history.

Above all, “Cities of Haiti” is a testament to the enduring strength and creativity of the
Haitian people. As you explore these chapters, may you come to see not only the
challenges that have marked Haiti’'s journey, but also its astonishing richness of

culture, community, and possibility—a vivid story told city by city, block by block, soul
by soul.
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CHAPTER ONE: Port-au-Prince: The Capital and
Metropolitan Heart

Port-au-Prince, known to its inhabitants as PAP, is not merely Haiti's capital; it is the
beating heart of the nation, a sprawling, vibrant, and often tumultuous metropolis that
embodies both the challenges and the irrepressible spirit of the country. Situated
gracefully on the Gulf of Gonave, its natural harbor has been a crucial artery for trade
and interaction since the time of the Taino people, long before European sails dotted
the horizon. Today, this strategic location continues to underpin its role as Haiti's
primary port and economic engine.

The city's geography is distinct, resembling an amphitheater carved into the
landscape. Commercial districts hum with activity near the waterfront, while
residential areas cascade up the surrounding hills, offering varying perspectives on the
bustling urban tableau. This topographical arrangement means that different
neighborhoods often feel like distinct worlds, ranging from the more affluent hillside
communities to the vast, densely packed informal settlements that sprawl across
other parts of the city. One such notable area, Cité Soleil, was once considered part of
Port-au-Prince proper but has since been designated its own commune.

Port-au-Prince boasts a rich and complex history, dating back to its official founding by
the French in 1749. Initially known as L'Hopital, it eventually replaced Cap-Francais
(modern-day Cap-Haitien) as the capital of the prosperous French colony of Saint-
Domingue in 1770. The city then witnessed and played a pivotal role in the Haitian
Revolution, a tumultuous period that ultimately led to Haiti's independence in 1804,
making it the capital of the world's first free black republic. Its early years as a capital
were not without further drama; after the assassination of Jean-Jacques Dessalines in
1806, Port-au-Prince served as the capital of the mulatto-dominated south, while Cap-
Haitien led the black-dominated north, until the country's reunification in 1820.

Over the centuries, the city has faced immense challenges, frequently battered by
fires, civil unrest, and devastating earthquakes. Major quakes in 1751 and 1770
caused widespread destruction. More recently, the catastrophic 7.0 magnitude
earthquake in January 2010 struck southwest of the city, reducing large swathes of
Port-au-Prince to rubble and claiming hundreds of thousands of lives. This event left an
indelible mark on the city, with many structures, including the National Palace and the
iconic Notre Dame Cathedral, collapsing.

As Haiti's economic heart, Port-au-Prince is a hub of commercial activity. Its port
facilitates the majority of the nation's imports and exports, with coffee and sugar
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being prominent among its agricultural exports. Beyond agricultural products, the city
is home to food-processing plants and factories producing soap, textiles, and cement.
While formal industries contribute significantly, the informal economy is a pervasive
and vital force, with countless street vendors, small businesses, and artisans forming
the backbone of daily commerce. This informal sector is essential for the survival of
much of the population, particularly in the city's less affluent areas. The services
sector, encompassing finance, telecommunications, and tourism, also plays a part,
though tourism has faced significant hurdles. Most banking operations in Haiti are
concentrated in Port-au-Prince.

Culturally, Port-au-Prince is a vibrant melting pot, serving as the epicenter of Haitian
art, music, and literature. The city is dotted with art galleries, most notably the Musée
d'Art Haitien du College Saint-Pierre, which proudly displays a rich collection of Haitian
painting and sculpture. This artistic heritage draws from a unique blend of African,
European, and indigenous influences, resulting in a distinctive and celebrated style.
The annual Carnival celebrations in Port-au-Prince are legendary, famous for their
flamboyant parades, intricate costumes, and infectious music. Music genres such as
Kompa, Racine, and Mizik Twoubadou thrive in the city's clubs and streets, providing a
constant soundtrack to urban life. The State University of Haiti also calls Port-au-Prince
home, making it a significant center for the country's intellectual life.

Despite its undeniable dynamism and cultural richness, Port-au-Prince faces a
formidable array of challenges. Poverty, high unemployment, and inadequate
infrastructure are persistent issues. The city's infrastructure, still grappling with the
aftermath of the 2010 earthquake, struggles to keep pace with a rapidly growing
population, resulting in limited access to basic services like clean water, sanitation,
and reliable electricity in many neighborhoods. Environmental degradation, including
rampant deforestation and poor waste management, further compounds these
vulnerabilities, making the city susceptible to natural disasters like hurricanes and
flooding.

Perhaps the most pressing contemporary challenge is the pervasive insecurity driven
by escalating gang violence. Since 2020, Port-au-Prince has been the site of an
ongoing conflict, with anti-government forces, primarily gangs, reportedly controlling a
significant portion of the city. This has led to widespread displacement, disruptions to
daily life, and a severe humanitarian crisis. Kidnappings, massacres, and sexual
violence have become tragically common, often with a devastating impact on the
civilian population. Efforts to address this crisis include the authorization of a
multinational security support mission. However, despite these profound difficulties,
the enduring resilience and vibrant culture of Port-au-Prince and its people continue to
shine through, a testament to their strength in the face of adversity.
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