
 
IN-CLASS INTRODUCTION 

 
This lesson is designed to provide students with a one-class introduction to the book. The lesson can be 
used to start off a class reading of the text, or to encourage them to read it independently. 
 
As a recipient of One Book resources, the Free Library requires that you devote one class period to 
introducing Taste of Salt to students, either using this lesson or your own plan. 
 
First Day options: 
 

- Look at the map before page one. What personal connections can you make to Haiti specifically 
or the region in general? Who has been there? Who has family from there? 

 
- Brainstorm (out loud or on paper) to one or more of the following questions: 

 
o Tell the story of a trip to the hospital. 
o Who do you tell your secrets and personal stories to? 

 
- Read the first chapter as a class. What is revealed in this section? What questions do you have, 

that have not been answered yet? Keep a log in class for future reading sessions (or have 
students keep track on their own.) 

 
- Explore and discover background information about Haiti through the links below, or by reading 

the summary on the next pages. 
 

- Haiti’s History: Revolution, Subjugation. 
http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2010/01/17/sunday/main6107857.shtml 

 
 

http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2010/01/17/sunday/main6107857.shtml
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Haiti's History: Revolution, Subjugation 
By CBSNews  

 
 
Haiti was already the poorest nation in the Western hemisphere before Tuesday's earthquake 
struck. But it wasn't always that way. Once the small island country was the economic jewel of the 
Caribbean.  
 
In 1492, on his voyage to America, Christopher Columbus claimed the island for Spain, naming it 
Hispaniola. But the country's emergence as an economic power would come 200 years later, when 
Hispaniola was divided. The Spanish retained control of the Eastern side of the island (now the 
Dominican Republic), while the Western side of the island was ceded to France 
 
"Officially the French come into control of what they name Saint Domingue, which is the colony 
that will eventually become Haiti," said Natasha Lightfoot, a professor of history at New York's 
Columbia University.  
 
She said that the French enriched themselves by developing coffee and sugar plantations there: 
"They actually are able to turn it into the jewel of their crown." 
 
To operate the plantations over the next century, the French would import hundreds of thousands 
of slaves from Africa, many of whom were literally worked to death. But in 1789, word of 
revolution in France made its way to its Carribean colony.  
 
That, Lightfoot said, ignited the slaves to revolt, and the French could not put that rebellion down. 
Slaves outnumbered the colonists 10 to 1.  
 
Their rebellion would lead to independence for Haiti.  
 
It would also alter the course of a young country called the United States. At the time, the U.S. was 
looking to buy the French-controlled port of New Orleans. But Napoleon surprised the Americans 
by offering a much bigger land deal . . . land the French emperor no longer wanted, after losing his 
most profitable colony in Haiti.  
 
"Once that's lost, France says, 'Well, you can have the whole of the Louisiana territory, not just 
New Orleans,'" said Lightfoot.  
 
The Louisiana Purchase would double the size of the United States. 
 
"So the American Midwest as we know it would not really exist without the Haitian revolution 
pushing France to give up on its design for empire in the Western hemisphere," said Lightfoot.  
 
Haiti became the only nation to gain independence by a slave-led rebellion. Its new flag was 
derived from the French tricolor, which was turned on its side - and the white stripe symbolically 
stripped off. 
 



But before withdrawing in 1825, France had demanded reparations for the loss of its economic 
and human property of 150 million francs - about $21 billion in today's money. 
 
Twenty-one billion dollars . . . a crushing debt which, though later reduced, Haiti would not pay off 
until 1947. As a result, the young country never really got on its feet.  
 
In 65 years, Haiti would have 22 heads of state. 
 
"By the time we get to the 20th century, Haiti is a very unstable place, economically and 
politically," said Lightfoot.  
 
In 1915, U.S. Marines invaded to restore stability - and extend our sphere of influence. Haiti would 
remain under U.S. control for the next 19 years. 

But nothing could break the cycle of political turmoil. 
 
In 1957, Francois Duvalier, a doctor and union leader, was elected president. Papa Doc's regime 
became notorious for rampant corruption, torture and terrorism - kept in power by his personal 
civil guard, the notorious Tonton Macoutes. It's estimated the Tonton Macoutes were responsible 
for 30,000 deaths.  
 
The United States supported the Duvalier regime at the time, said CBS News correspondent Bert 
Quint, out of worries about the spread of communism.  
 
Papa Doc was succeeded by his son, Jean-Claude Duvalier, a.k.a. Baby Doc. In 1972 he told "60 
Minutes"' Mike Wallace, "The aim of my government is to increase the volume of foreign 
investment, and at the same time promote tourism." 
 
But the Duvaliers' repression crushed the fledgling tourist industry and drove many of the 
country's educated professionals into exile . . . before the U.S. finally helped oust Baby Doc in 1986.  
 
"I can only tell you I hope we can be of help as this interim government goes forward and tries to 
introduce democracy to Haiti," President Reagan said then.  
 
Haiti has never really recovered . . . plagued by an epidemic of political coups, and more recently 
by nature. Four hurricanes battered the country in 2008.  

And now this.  
 
Two centuries ago, in its darkest hour, Haiti rose up from slavery to become a nation.  
 
Somehow it must rise up again.  

 
 
 
 
 



Background information: 
Jean-Bertrand Aristide, Politician 
• Born: 15 July 1953 
• Birthplace: Port-Salut, Haiti 
• Best Known As: Beleaguered president of Haiti, 2001-2004 
 
He was elected twice to the presidency of Haiti, in 1990 and in 2000, and was forced into 
exile mid-term both times, in 1991 and 2004. 
 
Born into poverty near Port-Salut, Aristide was educated by Catholic priests of the 
Salesian Order and, after studying in Haiti and abroad in Rome and Israel, was ordained 
as a priest in 1983. 
 
During the '80s Aristide became a national figure as a defender of the poor against the 
oppressive policies of the ruling Duvalier family. 
 
After the fall of the Duvalier regime in 1986, Aristide became more involved in politics, 
survived several assassination attempts and was eventually expelled from the Salesian 
Order for advocating revolution. 
 
With popular support and help from the United States, in 1991 Aristide became Haiti's 
first democratically elected president. After he had served just seven months in office, 
however, a military coup sent him into exile, first in Venezuela and then in the United 
States. 
 
He was restored to power in 1994 and served the rest of his term, stepping down after 
1995's election, in accordance with Haiti's constitutional ban on consecutive terms. 
 
He won the 2000 election and took office again in 2001 (and survived a coup attempt that 
same year), but opponents of his Fanmi Lavalas Party held that his claim on the office 
was illegitimate and accused him of election fraud and corruption. 
 
Seen by supporters as a liberator and by detractors as a dictator, Aristide's second term as 
president was marked by the nation's persistent poverty and civil unrest. 
 
In January 2004 opposition forces began rioting across Haiti and in February surrounded 
the capital city, and Aristide left the country on 29 February. It's unclear whether he 
resigned the presidency voluntarily or was forced out. 
 
Aristide officially left the priesthood in 1995 and married a U.S. citizen, Mildred 
Trouillot, in 1996. Together they have two daughters. 
 
http://www.answers.com/topic/jean-bertrand-aristide 



 


