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Introduction
Haiti, situated on the western third of the island of Hispaniola, has long stood as a
testament to human resilience amid adversity. Its history, deeply intertwined with
natural hazards, is marked by repeated cycles of disaster, recovery, and hardship. The
devastating earthquakes that have struck Haiti over the centuries have not only
shaped the land itself but have also profoundly influenced the lives, communities, and
social fabric of its people. Nowhere is this more evident than in the tragedies and
aftermath of the 2010 and 2021 earthquakes, which are among the deadliest and
most destructive disasters in the modern era.

As the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere, Haiti faces a unique convergence
of vulnerabilities. The intersection of its hazardous geological setting—straddling
major fault lines at the edge of the Caribbean Plate—with stark socioeconomic
hardship, fragile infrastructure, rapid urban growth, and inadequate governance, has
weighed heavily on the country's ability to prepare for and recover from seismic
events. In this sense, the story of Haiti’s earthquakes is inseparable from the broader
narrative of its enduring struggles: poverty, environmental degradation, political
instability, and a history of colonial exploitation.

This book, "Earthquake In Haiti: History of a Disaster," seeks to explore the full scope
of Haiti’s seismic history. From the earliest recorded tremors of the colonial era to the
catastrophic events of the 21st century, we will examine not only the scientific
dimensions of why and how earthquakes occur in this region, but also the social,
economic, and political forces that have amplified their impact. Through this historical
lens, we will seek to understand why disaster, for Haiti, has so often taken the form of
tragedy on a massive scale.

Throughout these chapters, we will delve into the pivotal moments that have defined
Haiti’s relationship with seismic risk: the historical accounts of colonial destruction, the
development of urban centers in hazardous zones, the failures and gaps in
preparedness that preceded both the 2010 and 2021 shocks, and the heroic as well as
troubled responses that followed each disaster. Haiti’s experiences provide not only a
cautionary tale but a crucial case study in the consequences—both intended and
unintended—of development, humanitarian intervention, and resilience-building
efforts in the face of overwhelming odds.

Yet despite tragedy, Haiti’s story is not solely one of suffering. The response of its
people, communities, and international partners to repeated disaster provides lessons
in courage, innovation, and perseverance. This book is also an exploration of hope: of
efforts to build back better, to invest in seismic resilience, and to confront the ongoing
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risks with new determination. As the risk of future earthquakes remains high,
understanding the lessons of the past is more urgent than ever—for Haiti and for
vulnerable communities across the globe.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and People of Haiti
Haiti, a nation cradled in the heart of the Caribbean, occupies the western third of
Hispaniola, the second-largest island in the Caribbean Sea. To its east lies the
Dominican Republic, sharing the island's lush mountains and vibrant coastal plains.
Haiti's name itself, derived from the Indigenous Arawak word "Ayiti," meaning
"Mountainous Land," paints a vivid picture of its rugged topography, with roughly two-
thirds of its total land area rising above 1,600 feet (490 meters) in elevation. The
irregular coastline forms two distinct peninsulas—a long, slender one in the south and
a shorter one in the north—embracing the triangular Gulf of Gonâve. Within this gulf
rests Gonâve Island, a significant landmass of approximately 290 square miles (750
square kilometers).

The country's physical landscape is a dramatic tapestry of towering mountain ranges,
including the prominent Massif du Nord, and fertile lowland areas that stretch across
the country from west to east. While primarily composed of limestone, Haiti's geology
also features volcanic formations, particularly in the northern mountains. Karstic
features, such as intricate limestone caves, grottoes, and subterranean rivers, dot
many parts of the nation, hinting at the powerful geological forces that have shaped
this land over millennia. The longest river, the Artibonite, meanders for 320
kilometers, contributing to the country's agricultural potential.

Haiti's climate is predominantly tropical, characterized by consistently high
temperatures and abundant rainfall throughout the year, though highland regions
experience more temperate conditions. The country experiences two primary rainy
seasons, from April to June and again from October to November. While the tropical
biome once supported extensive rainforests, centuries of deforestation have left much
of the landscape barren, exacerbating environmental vulnerabilities. Despite its
sometimes-harsh realities, Haiti also boasts beautiful beaches along its
1,771-kilometer coastline, the second longest in the Caribbean, making it a potential
magnet for tourism. Offshore, islands like Tortuga and Île-à-Vache add to Haiti's allure,
historically known as pirate havens.

Haiti is a densely populated nation, particularly in its plains, though settlements and
cultivated plots extend even into its steep mountains. With an estimated population of
nearly 12 million people, Haiti is the most populous country in the Caribbean. The
capital and largest city, Port-au-Prince, is a sprawling urban center, home to nearly a
million people, with its greater metropolitan area housing closer to three million.
Despite increasing urbanization, a significant portion of the population, around two-
fifths, continues to reside in rural areas, primarily engaged in subsistence farming or
agricultural labor on very small, owner-worked farms. This high rural population
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density places considerable strain on both the environment and the well-being of its
inhabitants.

The vast majority of Haitians, approximately 95%, are of African descent, with a
smaller minority of people of mixed European and African heritage, known as
mulattoes, forming a wealthier elite. A very small number of individuals of European or
Levantine descent also reside in Haiti. This demographic composition is a direct legacy
of the transatlantic slave trade, which brought West African peoples to the island to
labor on sugar plantations during the colonial era.

Haiti boasts two official languages: Haitian Creole (Kreyòl) and French. While French is
primarily spoken by a minority of educated and affluent individuals, Haitian Creole is
the lingua franca, spoken by virtually all Haitians and serving as a powerful unifying
force. This vibrant language is a unique blend of French and various African
languages, reflecting the rich cultural fusion that defines Haiti. English is also
increasingly gaining traction, particularly among the younger generation and in
business circles.

The cultural tapestry of Haiti is an intricate mosaic woven from African, Indigenous
Taino, and European influences. This creolized blend is evident in every facet of
Haitian life, from its art and music to its cuisine and religious practices. A profound
sense of community underpins daily life, with extended families often forming strong
support systems, fostering unity and inclusivity. Public life often spills into colorful and
lively marketplaces, where vendors hawk an array of traditional Haitian dishes like 
griot (fried pork) and diri ak djon djon (rice with black mushrooms).

Music pulses through the veins of Haitian culture, with the infectious rhythms of 
kompa, a modern méringue genre, and rara, parading bands that fuse carnival and
religion, filling the streets and providing a constant soundtrack to daily activities.
Haitian art, characterized by its brilliant colors, naïve perspective, and often sly
humor, frequently depicts lush landscapes, market scenes, and jungle animals,
echoing the nation's African heritage. Vodou, a spiritual tradition that combines
elements from various African religions with Roman Catholicism, is widely practiced,
often alongside or intertwined with Christian faith, showcasing the syncretic nature of
Haitian spirituality.

Despite this rich cultural heritage and profound sense of resilience, Haiti consistently
faces immense socioeconomic challenges. It remains the poorest country in the
Western Hemisphere by many measures, with a staggering four-fifths of its population
living in absolute poverty and a significant portion, as much as three-fifths,
unemployed or underemployed. The country's limited resource base has been
severely depleted, initially through intensive colonial exploitation and later by
unplanned development and corruption. Agriculture, though dominant in the economy,
struggles to meet domestic food demands, leading to reliance on imported food. The
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stark wealth disparity between the Creole-speaking majority and the French-speaking
minority persists as a significant issue. Many rural families endure mud-brick homes,
often lacking access to safe drinking water, healthcare services, and adequate
sanitation.

Haiti's history is not just a tale of natural disasters but also a testament to its people's
extraordinary struggle for liberty. It was the second country in the Americas to achieve
independence from colonial rule, and notably, the first and only nation in history
established by a successful slave revolt. This monumental achievement, declared on
January 1, 1804, after a brutal thirteen-year revolution against French colonial
masters, fundamentally reshaped not only Haiti but also had far-reaching implications
for the wider world. The nascent republic, initially named Saint-Domingue by the
French, reclaimed its Indigenous Taino name, Haiti, as a powerful symbol of its hard-
won freedom.

Yet, this independence came at a steep cost. For over a century, Haiti was forced to
pay crippling reparations to France in exchange for diplomatic recognition, a financial
burden that severely hampered its development. The 19th century was further marked
by political instability, international isolation, and failed attempts to unify the island.
Foreign interventions continued into the 20th century, with a nearly two-decade
occupation by the United States from 1915 to 1934, which further contributed to
political instability.

This complex interplay of historical burdens, deep-seated poverty, environmental
degradation, and governance issues has created a profound vulnerability that
consistently amplifies the impact of natural disasters. Haiti is not only prone to
earthquakes but also faces the relentless threats of hurricanes, tropical storms, and
floods, which periodically batter its infrastructure and population. Landslides are
another common secondary hazard, particularly in deforested areas with steep slopes.
The devastating consequences of these events are often magnified by the country's
fragile infrastructure, unregulated urban expansion, and weak governmental
institutions, which struggle to implement and enforce building codes or establish
effective disaster preparedness measures. It is within this intricate context of
geographical susceptibility, historical struggle, and socioeconomic hardship that the
story of Haiti's earthquakes truly unfolds, revealing how natural phenomena can
intersect with human vulnerabilities to create catastrophic human crises.
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