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Topsail Beach, NC -  I spent the Fourth of July this year sitting on the beach, facing the Atlantic, while reading a novel.  I would guess that one million other Americans did much the same. But I also suspect I was one of only a few reading Graham Greene’s 1966 tale, The Comedians.

It is a slender, yet powerful, story of a man with no real country of origin, who happens to find himself in Haiti during the brutal reign of the dictator, Papa Doc Duvalier.  The protagonist of Greene’s novel was born in Monaco of a British mother who soon enrolled him in the care of a Jesuit school; he did not know his father.  After leaving the Jesuits under questionable circumstances, he moved about Europe conducting a series of cons.  Late in life, he received a letter from his mother asking him to come to her in Haiti.  He decided to go, and that is where the novel begins.

Haiti has never seen really good days; it is a former French colony which shares a rather small island with the Dominican Republic.  Even here, Haiti has not been blessed, as there is very little land suitable for agriculture on its side of the island.  The United States has a long, and somewhat sordid, history of sending in Marines to prop up the dictator of the day, so long as he promises to stamp out any Communist tendencies.  The general population is extremely poor;  the per capita income would barely cover a few weeks of lattes here. One of my daughters spent 10 days in Haiti on a medical mission with Doctors without Borders while she was in medical school.  She reported back that little has changed since the setting of Greene’s novel.

The governments of Haiti have been consistently terrible. The reign of Papa Doc was particularly brutal and even sadistic.  He established a vengeful corps of secret police, the Toutons Macoute, who terrorized the entire populace, often on a whim.  Greene’s characters are constantly in fear of being interrogated, beaten, and killed for virtually no reason, other than that someone accused them of being disloyal to Papa Doc.  In essence, there is no law, no rights, no logical system of conducting daily business.  Things did not improve when Papa Doc died.  He was succeeded by an equally vile successor, his son, Baby Doc Duvalier, who institutionalized the Toutons Macoute.

I mention all of this as a reminder to each of us of our extremely good fortune – luck – of having been born in America.  Our fortuitous accident of birth is the only factor separating us from a life of fear and abject poverty in another nation, such as Haiti.  None of us earned this. It was a gift given to us by our parents.  

Although many throughout the world take glee in faulting the shortcomings of the United States, every year millions continue to vote with their feet to join us, legally or illegally.  I know of no mass exodus of our citizens to other nations.  Periodically one of our Hollywood types announces to the media with considerable fanfare that he or she is leaving the USA in protest over our government and our way of life.  To the best of my knowledge, none has headed to Haiti.

So on our next national holiday, pause for a moment to recognize our incredibly good fortune.  We are truly blessed.

I thought you might like to know.
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