
“Return to History”

by Maritza Altagracia Michael of Batey Libertad, Dominican Republic

translated by Charles Bergman of Education Across Borders


Mari was accustomed to her life in high school.  She had realized her dreams and now had even greater aspirations for the university.  Everything, however, seemed confusing and turbulent, as if she was going toward the edge of an abyss and did not know where she would stop.  But with courage, she sought out clarity and balance.


To begin again: it all started that day, the third of March in 2005.  It was then that the uncertainty, anxiety, and indecision arrived, trying to defeat her.  It was profound sorrow for her and the entire village.  (It is incredible to think that in only a few seconds, her entire life was changed by this terrible experience.  It will never be erased from her mind.)


From that moment the other page of her story returned to its course.  Spring has already passed, and the summer had begun beautifully for her.  Happily, Mari continued on with her life, pleasant, busy, and joyful.  She continued on with her daily activities.  She even decided to join a women’s soccer team called “Las Chicas Son Sisters,” which participated in local and national tournaments.


In one moment of anguish, Mari and the other students of the village saw all of this lost.  In one moment, it was in danger of being left behind forever.


It was two in the morning when the soldiers decided to invade.  They surrounded the area, positioned at every point in the village.  Minutes and seconds passed.  The next group of soldiers arrived at five A.M., and then began the great pain.  The nightmare.


The soldiers began to tear down doors and invade the homes, taking complete control of the village.  They deprived us of expression and beat us, we migrant Haitians, as if we were not human beings.  The maltreatment was of such awful magnitude that the screams, the cries and clamor for peace and equality resounded from the east to the west, from the soil of the earth to the angels of heaven.  The angels must have grieved to see such cruelty.


A father grieved for his son as the soldiers ordered the boy to get away from the truck.  They claimed that he was not his son, that he only wanted to protect him from the situation, that as a Dominican he could not be the father of this Haitian boy.  But to them it did not actually matter if he had been born in that part of the island, if he had rights, if he there were laws that protected him.  None of that mattered.


Mari’s pregnant sister ran out into the rain, crying so that they would not take her brother.  All she got were blows to her pregnant body.  Worse than the blows, however, were the insults.

“Struggle in the fort”


At approximately eight in the morning, eighteen buses were stationed around the village with five or six hundred Haitians within.  They were to be deported, destined for Haiti.  First, however, they had to pass through a fort in a process of classification and separation into children, women, and men.


Upon arriving in this place, Mari was subjected to the first step of processing: lining up for the count.  Under the rain, Mari thought of her brother Wilson, nicknamed Papo.  Papo had chicken pox, and Mari became worried because she had heard that being in the rain could cause more infections.  She insisted that she had to see her brother, but the soldiers only told her to shut up.


Then Mari realized suddenly that absolutely the entire village was gathered there: the group of men known as the “Soldiers of Christ,” all the believers and students of the community.  She thought, “Let’s do something!  Let’s reclaim what is ours.  They can try to deport us, but they will not be repatriating us.  This is our homeland, whether they like it or not.  We may be the sons and daughters of foreigners, we may conserve our culture, but this will not stand.  Let’s demand that they release us.  Let’s present our identification cards.”


So they did.  But luck was not theirs: the soldiers simply snatched away the identification cards.  Mari quieted down at first, but then demanded to see the chief of migration.  She was so loud that the soldiers left her and went to find him.  Her nerves were on edge, amplified by her anguish and her powerlessness in the face of so much injustice and cruelty.  She could not shake either her fear of losing all her family and her friends, ignorant forever of the end and destiny of each of them.  But she knew that God would not permit this.


When the chief of migration arrived, he asked Mari what she wanted.  Full of fire, she answered him, “I want you to give back the documents that you have stolen from my friends and me.”  Not knowing the particular situation at the moment, the chief told them that they would have to register the documents at Dajabon, where the Rio Masacre divides the island.  He then gave her the alternative option of leaving for her home without documents.  But upon seeing the other village girls board the truck sad, desperate, and helpless, she remained paralyzed for a few moments with the fear of returning alone to her house badly dressed, unkempt, and without money.


She decided to call upon her brothers Wilson and Julio, who were being interrogated to assure that they indeed were born here, belonged to the community and had permission to stay.  But at that instant, a damned guard came up to Mari, trying to enamor her by saying that she was white and beautiful and that it was an error to have brought her there because she was obviously not a Haitian.  He asked about her education.  She angrily shot back, “Not to judge, but your education is much less than mine.  I’m in my fourth year of high school and you haven’t even passed eighth grade.”  The stunned soldier raised his hand to hit her, but by the grace of God, lowered it as he came to his senses.  He took Mari to her brothers and they marched off.  They hopped onto the guagua bus without money, promising the driver that she would pay the fare when they arrived home.

“The news of a new day”


Mari arrived at her house to find the village nearly empty, with just the few persons who had managed to stay.  She ran into her friend Cynthia, an American foreigner staying in the village, who was crying uncontrollably.  Mari hugged her, and they talked.


The news of the abuse spread across the country, and some journalists began to arrive to investigate more closely what had happened.  Mari was present to give her testimony of the event.  Institutions such as MUDHA (Movement of Dominican-Haitian Women) and Solidaridad Fronteriza joined together to return to the village the Dominicans of Haitian descent, those persons who were legally present in the country.  The journalists began to enter the village day and night to interview Mari, but the situation was already becoming troublesome because it was obvious that many people were uncomfortable.  One has to be careful because one does know who is on whose side in such situations, and so Mari followed the advice of her mother and friend to take precautions with all the interviews. 
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