
The Presence in the Past

hey came long before Columbus. For reasons we can o 
guess, they had stopped in this a rid  land where their sole 
sources o f  water w ere g igan tic sinkholes nature had ca rved  

into the limestone. Here, in the p rov in ce o f  Chichén, they had built 
their temples between two o f  these wells. They had surveyed  the skies 
from  these heights, master astronomers, aware o f  mathematical se­
crets that Europeans barely guessed. They w ere p ra cticed  warriors. 
Most strikingly, they w ere devout. They had  kept one w ell fo r  them ­
selves and  giv en  to their gods the deep one w ith the green  waters.

I  knew a ll these stories. I  had  done my homework before com ing to 
Maya land. Now, I  wanted  som ething real. Hunting, my eyes d e ­
scended  the lim estone walls eighty f e e t  down into the well. This was 
the Cenote o f  Sacrifice, the Sacred Well o f  Chichén Itzd.

The still green  waters d id  not speak o f  war and  murder. Not a 
ripple o f  b lood disturbed their coo l surface. Here and  there a d ead  
leaf, d ropped from  the air fa r  above, le ft a pa tch  o f  darker green  over 
the underground lake. But there was no m ovem ent on the water 
surface. Here, the past was hidden by a verdant coat o f  silence.

I  coughed  nervously, sw eeping the water w ith my binoculars. I  was 
in search o f  evidence. I  was eager to see a corpse, a skull, some bones,
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any gruesom e trace o f  history. But the belly o f  the earth u ttered  only 
the echo o f  my cough.

Yet history had to be there. Below the water, hundreds o f  corpses 
m elted  into the earth—women, men, and  children, many o f  them  
thrown a live to deities now forgotten , fo r  reasons now murkier than 
the bottom o f  this well. Stories about these sacrifices spanned at least 
ten centuries. Scavengers o f  a ll sorts— colonists, diplomats, warriors, 
and archaeologists—had unearthed the proofs behind these narra­
tives. Still, I  f e l t  disappointed: there was nothing here to touch, 
nothing to see except a dorm ant green  liquid.

I  retra ced  my steps a long the ancien t pa th  to the cen tra l pyram id. 
That, at least, seem ed concrete, and  I  had not y e t  made the jou rn ey  
to the top. Up there, as in the well, history required bodily dona ­
tions. I  had to pay my pa rt o f  sweat fo r  the encounter to be sincere. 
Stoically, I  clim bed  the stairs, a ll 354 o f  them, and  I  ven tured  into 
the ruins. Inside, f o r  a long time, I  ran my fin gers on the walls, p rob ­
in g mysteries unresolved, longin g fo r  recognition. But as much as I  
was tou ched  by the m agnificence o f  the structure, I  n ever cam e to f e e l  
that I  was tou ch ing history. I  clim bed  down the pyram id, ca refu l not 
to look into the void, blam ing m yself fo r  this fa ilu re  to communicate 
with a past so magnificently close.

Many exotic lands later, I  understood better my trip to Chichén 
Itzd. History was a live and  I  had  heard its sounds elsewhere. From 
Rouen to Santa Fe, from  Bangkok to Lisbon, I  had  tou ched  ghosts 
suddenly real, I  had  engaged  p eop le fa r  remote in tim e and  in space. 
Distance was no barrier. History d id  not n eed  to be m ine in order to 
engage me. It ju s t  n eed ed  to relate to someone, anyone. It cou ld  not 
ju s t be The Past. It had to be someone's past.

In my first trip to the Yucatan, I  had fa i le d  to m eet the peoples 
whose past Chichén Itzd was. I  cou ld  not resuscitate a single mathe­
matician v iew in g the skies from  the Caracol, a single sacrificia l v ic­
tim pu sh ed  toward the green  waters. And I  knew even less then how  
to relate the Mayas o f  today to the architects o f  the pyramids. That,
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no doubt, was my fau lt, my lack o f  imagination, or a shortfa ll o f  
erudition. At any rate, I  had  missed a vita l connection to the p res­
ent. I  had honored  the past, but the past was not history.

Slavery in D isneyland

The controversies about EuroDisney had not yet faded when the 
mammoth transnational revealed its plans for Disney’s America, a 
new amusement park to be built in northern Virginia. Aware that 
environmental and historical tourism are among the fastest grow­
ing branches of that industry, Disney emphasized the historical 
themes of the park. Afro-American slavery was one of them.

Protests immediately erupted. Black activists accused Disney of 
turning slavery into a tourist attraction. Others intimated that 
white corporate types were not qualified to address the subject. 
Others wondered whether the subject should be addressed at all. 
Disney’s chief imageer tried to calm the public: activists need not 
worry, we guarantee the exhibit to be “painful, disturbing and 
agonizing.”

William Styron, a popular novelist, author of such best-sellers 
as Sophie’s Choice and The Confessions o f  Nat Turner, denounced 
Disney’s plans in the pages of The New York Times.1 Styron, 
whose grandmother owned slaves, asserted that Disney could 
only “mock a theme as momentous as slavery” because “slavery 
cannot be represented in exhibits.” Whatever the images dis­
played and the technical means deployed, the artifacts of cruelty 
and oppression “would have to be fraudulent” because they 
would be inherently unable to “define such a stupendous experi­
ence.” The moral dilemmas of many whites and especially the 
suffering of blacks would be missing from the exhibit, not be­
cause such experiences could not be displayed, but because their 
very display would beget a cheap romanticism. Styron concluded: 
“At Disney’s Virginia park, the slave experience would permit vis­
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itors a shudder of horror before they turned away, smug and self- 
exculpatory, from a world that may be dead but has not really 
been laid to rest.”

When I first read these lines, I wished a practicing historian 
had written them. Then it occurred to me that few historians 
could have done so. Indeed, my second thought was for another 
novelist writing about yet a third one.

In a story often evoked in debates about authenticity, Jorge Luis 
Borges imagines that a French novelist of the 1930s produces a 
novel that is word for word a fragmentary version of Don Quixote 
de la Mancha. Borges insists: Pierre Ménard did not copy Don 
Quixote, nor did he try to be Miguel de Cervantes. He rejected 
the temptation to mimic both Cervantes’s life and style as too 
facile. He achieved his feat after many drafts, at the end of which 
his text was the same as that of Cervantes.2 Is that second novel a 
fake and why? Is it, indeed, a “second” novel? What is the rela­
tionship between Ménard’s work and that of Cervantes?

Disney dropped its plans for the Virginia park, much less be­
cause of the controversy about slavery than in reaction to other 
kinds of pressure.3 Still, the plans for the park can be interpreted 
as a parody of Borges’s parody. Indeed, read against one another, 
the respective projects of the transnational and of Borges’s ficti­
tious writer provide a pointed lesson about the fourth moment of 
historical production, the moment of retrospective significance.4

Neither in the case of the park nor in that of the book is em­
pirical exactitude a primary issue. Disney could gather all the 
relevant facts for its planned exhibits, just as the words in Mé­
nard’s final draft were exactly the same as those in Cervantes’s Don 
Quixote. Indeed, the Disney corporation flaunted its use of histori­
ans as paid consultants—proof, as it were, of its high regard for 
empirical exactitude. The limitless possibility for errors remained 
but, other things being equal, one could imagine a version of Dis­
ney’s America as empirically sound as the average history book.
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Styron, who wrote a controversial novel about slavery, knows 
this. He expresses concerns about empirical issues, but his em­
phasis is elsewhere. Styron even admits, although reluctantly, 
that Disney could duplicate the mood of the times. Modern ima- 
geers have enough means to stage virtual reality. Yet Styron re­
mains indignant, and it is this indignation that helps him stir his 
way through his previous objections toward a conclusion that 
follows the tourists until a fter they turn away.

Deconstruction’s most famous line may be Jacques Derrida’s 
sentence: il n y  a pas de hors-texte. How literally can we take the 
claim that there is no life beyond the text? To be sure, we may 
decide not to get out of the amusement park. We can argue that 
if Disney’s imageers had produced the virtual reality of slavery, 
the paying tourist would have been projected in history. It would 
have mattered little then, if that projection were a short or even 
short-sighted representation. Similarly, we may tell Borges that 
the issue of authenticity is irrelevant and that both novels are the 
same, however awkward this phrasing. Yet if such answers are 
unsatisfactory, then, we need to get out the text(s) and look for 
life after Disney. And, I would argue, getting out the text enables 
us also to get out of the tyranny of the facts. The realization that 
historical production is itself historical is the only way out of the 
false dilemmas posed by positivist empiricism and extreme for­
malism.

In the subtext of Styron’s objections is a fundamental premise: 
Disney’s primary public was to be white middle-class Americans. 
They are the ones for whom the park was planned, if only because 
their aggregate buying power makes them the prime consumers of 
such historical displays. They are the ones most likely to have 
plunged into the fake agony of Disney’s virtual reality. Styron 
does not spell out this premise, expressed only through innuen­
dos. Perhaps he wants to avoid accusations of bending to “politi­
cal correctness.” Perhaps he wants to avoid the issue of collective

The Presence in the Past 145



white guilt. He is careful to suggest, quite rightly in my view, 
that the exhibit would have misrepresented the experiences of 
both blacks and whites.

The value of a historical product cannot be debated without 
taking into account both the context of its production and the 
context of its consumption.5 It may be no accident that this in­
sight comes from a popular novelist in the pages of a mass mar­
ket daily. At any rate, few academic historians would have set the 
problem in these terms; for academic historians are trained to 
neglect the very actor that Styron or The New York Times cannot 
ignore, the public. The nature of that public is at the center of 
Styron’s objections.

To phrase the argument in these terms is immediately to rein­
troduce history or, better, to refuse to get out of it for the se­
raphic comfort of the text or the immutable security of The Past. 
Styron refuses to separate the history of slavery from that of the 
United States after the Civil War. He devotes just a few lines to 
the time after Union cavalry men invaded his grandmother’s 
plantation, to the fate of the ex-slaves, to Jim Crow laws and the 
Ku Klux Klan, and to illiteracy among blacks. He adds, almost in 
passing, that this post-slavery period is what actually haunts him.

The time that elapsed between the demise of slavery and the 
planning of the Virginia park shaped the meaning of Disney’s 
representation of slavery. Time here is not mere chronological 
continuity. It is the range of disjointed moments, practices, and 
symbols that thread the historical relations between events and 
narrative. Borges’s Ménard makes this complex point in simpler 
terms: “It is not in vain that three hundred years have passed, 
charged with the most complex happenings—among them, to 
mention only one, that same Don QuixoteN  We could parody 
him further: it is not irrelevant that a century of complex occur­
rences has passed in the United States, while slavery hangs on as 
an issue. That U.S. slavery has both officially ended, yet contin-
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ues in many complex forms—most notably institutionalized rac­
ism and the cultural denigration of blackness—makes its repre­
sentation particularly burdensome in the United States. Slavery 
here is a ghost, both the past and a living presence; and the prob­
lem of historical representation is how to represent that ghost, 
something that is and yet is not.

I disagree, therefore, with Styron’s comment that the Holocaust 
Museum in Washington is illuminating and that displays of slav­
ery in Virginia would be obscene because of some inherent dif­
ference in magnitude or complexity between the two phenomena 
described. That argument rests on the assumption of a fixed past. 
But the cost accounting of historical suffering makes sense only 
as a presence projected in the past. That presence (“look at me 
now”) and its projection (“I have suffered”) function together as 
a new exhibit for claims and gains in a changing present. Many 
European Jews who condemn projects of parody at Auschwitz or 
elsewhere in Poland, Germany, France, or the Soviet Union de­
ploy the same moral arguments that Styron uses against mock 
plantations today in Virginia.

Do displays of Jewish genocide run greater risks of being ob­
scene in Poland than in Virginia? The illuminating value of the 
Holocaust Museum in Washington may be as much tied to the 
current situation of American Jews as to the real bodies in and 
around Auschwitz. Indeed, many Holocaust survivors are not 
sure that such a museum would be illuminating at Auschwitz it­
self. The crux of the matter is the here and now, the relations be­
tween the events described and their public representation in a 
specific historical context.

These relations debunk the myth of The Past as a fixed reality 
and the related view of knowledge as a fixed content. They also 
force us to look at the purpose of this knowledge. What is scary 
about tourist attractions representing slavery in the United States 
is not so much that the tourists would learn the wrong facts, but
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rather, that touristic representations of the facts would induce 
among them the wrong reaction. Obviously, the word “wrong” 
has different meanings here. It denotes inaccuracy in the first 
case. In the second, it suggests an immoral or, at least, unauthen- 
tic behavior.

Cascardi suggests that “authenticity is not a type or degree of 
knowledge, but a relationship to what is known.”7 To say that 
“what is known” must include the present will seem self-evident, 
but it may be less obvious that historical authenticity resides not 
in the fidelity to an alleged past but in an honesty vis-à-vis the 
present as it re-presents that past. When we imagine Disney’s 
project and visualize a line of white tourists munching on chew­
ing gum and fatty food, purchasing tickets for the “painful, dis­
turbing and agonizing” experience promised by television ads, we 
are not into The Past. And we should not ask these tourists to be 
true to that past: they were not responsible for slavery. What is 
obscene in that image is not a relation to The Past, but the dis­
honesty of that relation as it would happen in our present. The 
trivialization of slavery—and of the suffering it caused—inheres 
in that present, which includes both racism and representations 
of slavery. Ironically, a visit by a Klan member actively promot­
ing racial inequality would have stood a better chance of authen­
ticity. At least, it would not have trivialized slavery.

One understands why many practicing historians kept silent. 
The denunciation of slavery in a presentist mode is easy. Slavery 
was bad, most of us would agree. But, presentism is by definition 
anachronistic. To condemn slavery alone is the easy way out, as 
trivial as Pierre Menard’s first attempt to become Cervantes. 
What needs to be denounced here to restore authenticity is much 
less slavery than the racist present within which representations 
of slavery are produced. The moral incongruence stems from this 
uneasy overlap of the two sides of historicity.

Not surprisingly, survivors of all kinds are more likely than his­
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torians to denounce these trivializations. Thus, Vidal-Naquet 
warns us that if Holocaust narratives, even if empirically correct, 
lose their relationship to the living present, Jews and perhaps 
non-Jews would have suffered a moral defeat, and Holocaust sur­
vivors would have been returned symbolically to the camps. 
Pierre Weill approves in different terms: There is no purpose to 
the speeches and banners that marked the fiftieth celebration of 
Auschwitz’s liberation by Soviet troops. The celebrations were a 
vain effort by state officials throughout the West to commemo­
rate an impossible anniversary.

Survivors carry history on themselves, as Vidal-Naquet well 
knows. Indeed, a key difference between U.S. slavery and the Eu­
ropean Holocaust is that no former slaves are alive today in the 
United States. This physical embodiment, a historical relation 
carried on the self, is crucial to Vidal-Naquet’s distinction be­
tween history and memory. Thus, Vidal-Naquet worries about 
representations of the Holocaust once his generation is gone. But 
we should be careful not to push too far the distinction between 
various kinds of survivors. Weill, indeed, refuses to do so: As long 
as every living Jew, “regardless of age,” remains an Auschwitz sur­
vivor, one cannot celebrate the liberation of Auschwitz.8

We are back into this present that we thought we could escape 
after the death of the last man.9 It is from within this present that 
survivors, actors, and fellow narrators are asking us: what for? 
The meaning of history is also in its purpose. Empirical exacti­
tude as defined and verified in specific context is necessary to 
historical production. But empirical exactitude alone is not enough. 
Historical representations—be they books, commercial exhibits 
or public commemorations—cannot be conceived only as vehi­
cles for the transmission of knowledge. They must establish some 
relation to that knowledge. Further, not any relation will do. 
Authenticity is required, lest the representation becomes a fake, a 
morally repugnant spectacle.
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By authenticity, I do not mean a mere simulacrum, a remake of 
Columbus’s caravels, a mock battle on an anniversary or an exact 
model of a slave plantation. Neither do I mean a plunge into The 
Past. For how far can we plunge without trying to become Miguel 
de Cervantes in the way that Ménard first tried and found cheap 
and too easy? To be sure, injustices made to previous generations 
should be redressed: they affect the descendants of the victims. 
But the focus on The Past often diverts us from the present injus­
tices for which previous generations only set the foundations.

From that viewpoint, the collective guilt of some white liberals 
toward “the slave past” of the United States, or the “colonial 
past” of Europe can be both misplaced and inauthentic. As a re­
sponse to current accusations, it is misplaced inasmuch as these 
individuals are not responsible for the actions of their chosen 
ancestors. As a self-inflicted wound, it is comfortable inasmuch 
as it protects them  from a racist present.

Indeed, none of us today can be true to Afro-American 
slavery—whether for or against it—as we can be true to ongoing 
practices of discrimination. Similarly, individuals in the Old 
World or in Latin America today cannot be true or false to a co­
lonialism they did not live. What we know about slavery or about 
colonialism can—should, indeed—increase our ardor in the 
struggles against discrimination and oppression across racial and 
national boundaries. But no amount of historical research about 
the Holocaust and no amount of guilt about Germany’s past can 
serve as a substitute for marching in the streets against German 
skinheads today. Fortunately, quite a few prominent German his­
torians understand that much.

Authenticity implies a relation with what is known that dupli­
cates the two sides of historicity: it engages us both as actors and 
narrators. Thus, authenticity cannot reside in attitudes toward a 
discrete past kept alive through narratives. Whether it invokes, 
claims, or rejects The Past, authenticity obtains only in regard to
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current practices that engage us as witnesses, actors, and 
commentators—including practices of historical narration. That 
the foundations of such practices were set by our precursors with 
the added value of their respective power is an inherent effect 
of the historicity of the human condition: none of us starts with 
a clean slate. But the historicity of the human condition also re­
quires that practices of power and domination be renewed. It is 
that renewal that should concern us most, even if in the name of 
our pasts. The so-called legacies of past horrors—slavery, colo­
nialism, or the Holocaust—are possible only because of that re­
newal. And that renewal occurs only in the present. Thus, even 
in relation to The Past our authenticity resides in the struggles of 
our present. Only in that present can we be true or false to the 
past we choose to acknowledge.

If authenticity belongs to the present, academic historians— 
and quite a few philosophers—may have lured themselves into a 
corner. The traditions of the guild, reinforced by a positivist phi­
losophy of history, forbid academic historians to position them­
selves regarding the present. A fetishism of the facts, premised on 
an antiquated model of the natural sciences, still dominates his­
tory and the other social sciences. It reinforces the view that any 
conscious positioning should be rejected as ideological. Thus, the 
historian’s position is officially unmarked: it is that of the non- 
historical observer.

The effects of this stance can be quite ironic. Since historical 
controversies often revolve on relevance—and therefore, at least 
in part, on the positioning of the observer—academic historians 
tend to keep as far away as possible from the historical controver­
sies that most move the public of the day. In the United States, a 
few have intervened in the historical debates that made news in 
the early 1990s: the alleged role of Jews as slave owners, the Holo­
caust, the Alamo, the Smithsonian exhibits on the American West 
and on Hiroshima, or the Virginia park project.10 But many more
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qualified historians have kept public silence on these and similar 
issues. That silence even extends to debates about the national 
standards for history that academics seem to have abandoned to 
pundits and politicians.

To be sure, the distance between scholarly and public dis­
courses in the United States is extreme when compared, for in­
stance, with the situation in France or in Germany.11 American 
scholars have largely abandoned the role of public intellectual to 
pundits and entertainers. But the U.S. extreme tells us some­
thing about the continuum to which it belongs. At the heart of 
the noninvolvement of U.S. historians is the guild’s traditional 
attachment to the fixity of pastness.

Professional historians have made good use of the creation of 
the past as a distinct entity, a creation that paralleled the growth 
of their own practice.12 That practice, in turn, reinforced the be­
lief that made it possible. The more historians wrote about past 
worlds, the more The Past became real as a separate world. But as 
various crises of our times impinge upon identities thought to be 
long established or silent, we move closer to the era when profes­
sional historians will have to position themselves more clearly 
within the present, lest politicians, magnates, or ethnic leaders 
alone write history for them.

Such positions need not be fixed, nor should they imply the 
ideological manipulation of empirical evidence. Practicing histori­
ans who advocate a history aware of its purpose—from the presen- 
tists of the first half of this century to the leftists of the 1970s— 
never suggested such manipulation.13 Most of these advocates, 
however, assumed the possibility of either an unambiguous nar­
rative, or of an unambiguous present. With varying degrees of 
certitude, they envisioned that narratives about the past could 
expose with utmost clarity positions solidly anchored in the present. 
We now know that narratives are made of silences, not all of which 
are deliberate or even perceptible as such within the time of their
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production. We also know that the present is itself no clearer 
than the past.

None of these discoveries entails an absence of purpose. They 
certainly do not entail an abandonment of the search and defense 
of values that distinguish the intellectual from a mere scholar.14 
Positions need not be eternal in order to justify a legitimate de­
fense. To miss this point is to bypass the historicity of the human 
condition. Any search for eternity condemns us to the impossible 
choice between fiction and positivist truth, between nihilism and 
fundamentalism, which are two sides of the same coin. As we 
move through the end of the millenium, it will be increasingly 
tempting to seek salvation by faith alone, now that most deeds 
seem to have failed.

But we may want to keep in mind that deeds and words are not 
as distinguishable as we often presume. History does not belong 
only to its narrators, professional or amateur. While some of us 
debate what history is or was, others take it in their own hands.
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Epilogue

was looking fo r  Columbus, but I  knew that he w ou ld  not 
be there. Down by the shore, Port-au-Prince exposed its 
wounds to the sun; and  Harry Truman Boulevard, once the 

most beautifu l street o f  Haiti, was now a patchwork o f  potholes.
The bou levard was built fo r  the b icen tenn ia l celebration o f  Port- 

au-Prince, which Truman helped  fin an ce right between his launch- 
in g  o f  the North Atlantic Treaty Organization and  the start o f  the 
Korean War. Now, it looked like a war zone w ith no m emory o f  
the celebrations o f  which it had been the center. Only a f ew  o f  the 
statues erected  fo r  the occasion remained. Its foun ta ins had  d ried  up 
under two Duvaliers. Its palm  trees had shrunk as had Haiti itself.

I  tu rn ed  in fr o n t  o f  the French Institute, a liv in g monument to the 
impact o f  French cu lture on the Haitian elites, and  drove toward the 
U.S. embassy, a center o f  p ow er o f  a d ifferen t order. Above a moun ­
tain o f  sandbags, a h elm eted  black G.I. w atched nonchalantly as a 
crow d  o f  half-naked boys bathed in a pudd le le ft by yesterday’s rain. 
He had probably com e w ith the occupying fo r ces  that h elped  restore 
President Jean-B ertrand Aristide to p ow er in 1994. The story I  was 
looking fo r  w en t back to nine years earlier. I  drove by.

I  stopped the car at safe enough distance from  the embassy and  
started a slow walk on the boulevard. On the buildings around the
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post office, con flictin ggra ffittis asked the U.S. fo r ces  both to stay and  
to go  home. I  spotted a statue lying beh ind a fen c e  across the street. A 
p edd lin g  artist stood next to it, selling paintings and  crafts. I  g r ee ted  
the man and  asked him i f  he knew where the statue o f  Christopher 
Columbus was.

I  had vague memories o f  that statue. I  only rem em bered its existence 
from  my adolescent wanderings. The f ew  images I  cou ld  summon 
came from  Graham Greene’s “The Comedians.” It was under the 
watch fu l eyes o f  Columbus that the heroes o f  that story, later p la yed  
by Richard Burton and  Elizabeth Taylor, consummated their illicit 
love. But the bust on the grass was no Columbus. The pa in ter con ­
firm ed  my doubts. “No, ” he said, “this is a statue o f  Charlemagne 
Péralte. ”

Péralte was the leader o f  a nationalist army that fou gh t the first oc­
cupation o f  Haiti by the United States in the 1920s. From the p i c ­
tures the Marines took o f  him a fter they had cru cified  him on a door, 
I  knew that he was a thin dark man. The bust on the grass was visibly 
that o f  a white male, rather stocky. “You’re sure this is Péralte?” I  
asked again. “Sure is Péralte, ” rep lied the painter. I  m oved closer and  
read the inscription. The sculpture was a bust o f  Harry Truman.

“Where is the Columbus one?” I  asked.
“I  d on ’t know. I  am not from  Port-au-Prince,” rep lied  the man. 

“Maybe it is the one that used to be near the water. ”
I  walked to the p la ce  he indicated. No statue was to be found . The 

pedesta l was still there, but the sculpture its e lf was missing. Someone 
had inscribed on the cem ent: “Charlemagne Péralte Plaza. ” Truman 
had becom e Péralte and  Péralte had  rep laced Columbus.

I  stood there fo r  another h a l f  hour, asking each passerby i f  they 
knew what had  happened to the Columbus statue. I  knew the story: 
I  was in Port-au-Prince when Columbus disappeared. I  ju s t wanted  
confirmation, a test o f  how  pub lic m emory works and  how  history 
takes shape in a country with the lowest literacy rate on this side o f  the 
Atlantic.
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I  was almost ready to g iv e  up when a youn g man recapped fo r  me 
the events I  had first heard about in 1986. In that year, at the fa l l  o f  
Jean-C laude D uvalier’s dictatorship, the most miserable p eop le o f  
Haiti's capital had  taken to the streets. They had  thrown their anger 
at every m onum ent that they associated w ith the dictatorship. A 
number o f  statues had been broken into p ieces; others w ere simply 
rem oved  from  their bases. This was how  Truman came to f in d  h im ­
s e l f  on the grass.

Columbus had a d ifferen t fa te, fo r  reasons still unknown to me. 
Perhaps the illiterate demonstrators associated his name with co lo ­
nialism. The mistake, i f  mistake there was, is understandable: the 
word  “kolon” in Haitian means both Columbus and  a colonist. 
Perhaps they associated him with the ocean from  which he came. At 
any rate, when the angry crow d  from  the neighboring shanty towns 
rolled  down the Harry Truman Boulevard, they took the statue o f  
Columbus, rem oved  it from  its pedestal, and  dum ped it into the sea.
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