




















Haitian Voices

—Lily Cérat: Haitian-American Teacher—

Haitians abroad have played a dynamic

role in Haiti's political, economic and cul-
tural life. Here we learn about the experi-
ences of one Haitian immigrant in New
York, home of the largest population of
Haitians outside Haiti.

Marie Lily Cérat is a mother, a first
grade teacher at P.S. 189, and an activist in
Brooklyn's Haitian community. She spoke
to NECA about why she came to the United
States, about what being Haitian means to
her, and about her dream of freedom and

democracy for her homeland.

Why did you leave Haiti?

Ms. Cérat teaches 1st grade Haitian and African-American
students. Many of their lessons are in Creole. Did you know
that after English and Spanish, Creole is the most common
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Both political and economic motives were |anguage spoken by students in New York public schools?

entangled in our departure. My father came in
1968 during Papa Doc's dictatorship when men his
age were persecuted and killed for trying to better
their future. My mother came in 1978. Three years
later, when I was 19, I too came to New York.

How is life in New York compared to Haiti?

In New York you live indoors spiritually, you
are afraid of the next person, afraid of your neigh-
bors. At first, I was very homesick. It was meeting
old friends among our large, closely knit Haitian
community that kept me going.

We all complain about the winter. The first
winter is very harsh, but every time it comes you
feel terrible.

Idiscovered prejudice in New York. I'was fired
from my first job at an Arby's restaurant when they
found out I was from Haiti.

What impact do Haitian immigrants to the
United States have on Haiti ?

Haiti relies greatly on the diaspora in New
York, Miami, Montreal and also in Europe. One
reason is economic. The money that we send back
to our families is the backbone of the economy. But
politically we have also helped. During both
Duvalier dictatorships many of our journalists and
activists from the opposition relocated and contin-
ued their work from here. So people in our commu-
nity are informed.

The protest marches we have held, especially
since the coup d'état against Aristide, have played

an important role in pressuring U.S. politicians.

Have you noticed any changes in the Haitian
immigrantcommunity since you've come here?
The political views and the life of the immi-
grant community have expanded since Aristide
first came on the scene. Aristide has always spo-
ken Creole. All Haitians speak and understand
Creole. [Only 10% speak French. ] Since the coup
the politicians are using the old tactics to
marginalize the people. They are using French in
the Parliament and to address the nation.
Aristide raised people's consciousness both
here and in Haiti. The people cannot be put off in
acorner by the politicians. They wanta leader who
speaks their language, who communicates.

In your school, what do you teach children
about the people of Haiti?

I'teach them that we are a determined people,
we are proud and honest. I know that other people
have these characteristics too, but we are strong
like trees and we are self-assured. We are intelli-
gent even when we are illiterate. Despite the odds
against us in Haiti and in New York we have
tremendous intuitive gifts for survival. As a child
Inever knew my mother was illiterate because her
other senses gave her the information the written
words couldn't. And I know, I really know, that
eventually Haiti will be for Haitians and Haiti will
be free.
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Marie Yolette Val

Community Organizer

Marie Yolette Val is the director of the League of
Haitian Families in Cambridge.

seamstress. I did all kinds of work around the

house. I used to wash clothes, do laundry,
clean the house. My mother wouldn’t let me do that
on weekdays, but on Saturdays I always had some-
thing to do in the house. It made me feel as though
I was somebody.

We did the clothes by hand, with soap. And
there was a funny way to do it. I liked to rub the
clothes and make a funny noise when you press it
to get the water off. It was fun. In Cap-Haitien,
where I was born, there was running water in one
building in the neighborhood, but not in our house.

I am the only child of my mother who was a

Then Imoved with my father in Port-au-Prince,
and my mother stayed in the north in Cap-Haitien.
In Haiti, the economy was getting worse and worse
in the rural areas. It was getting harder to get jobs
and to educate the children living in a small town.
My father was a teacher and a school principal; and
then he [opened] a produce store.

I loved school. That was one thing I always
liked. I don’t know why, but I really stuck to it.
When I couldn’t go to school, I would cry. I think
I liked not so much the teachers, but what I was
learning. I liked to learn new things. My favorite
subject was language.

Ilearned embroidery. In Haiti, every Friday, all
schools have embroidery class for the girls. The
boys have something else. You start in the first
grade and learn it all through elementary school.
They show you a pattern and give you a needle and
thread and a piece of fabric. They always have
some older students come and help. I loved it.

Istarted doing embroidery on my own. People
came for sheets, tablecloths, hand towels and pil-
low cases. And dresses, too. Iwould get five dollars
for a sheet. I spent my money for things like
barrettes for my hair and all kinds of stuff. I bought
things that my mother wouldn’t think about or I
wouldn’t ask my mother for.

So in Haiti, you learn embroidery in school. But
the problem is that not everyone got to go to school.
A lot of the people who go to school don’t spend
more than two years. In the rural areas, most of the
people don’t go to school. It's only lately that they
have built more schools in the countryside.

When I finished college, I taught for about two
years [before I began] to train teachers. I was
experimenting with new curriculum for schools.
We were doing a lot of research on psychology and
language to reform the school system.

That is what I was working on before I came
here. I didn’t plan to come here at the time I came;
it was sort of premature...

I'was getting some threats. Iwas [also] working
on a radio station and I was getting anonymous
phone calls. This guy from the government used to
come to our radio show every Saturday. He would
be sitting there saying, “The government is good.
The government is working for the advancement of
the country. There is a lot of progress.”

But the truth is that the country was regressing
from the time that government came into power. So
the person who was on the controls and I put him on
“audio.” Do you know what that means? There’s a
system in a radio station where someone might be
speaking on the microphone but you don’t send it
over the air. He had a headphone on and heard it as
though his voice was being broadcast. We sent
music out and kept his voice in. And I think they
found out that we weren’t putting him on.

At certain points my parents were very scared
for me. I think they were right because I came here
in February of 1980 and in November 1980 there
were plenty of people from the radio station who
had died or were in prison. One of my collaborators
from the radio station is in prison there. He and I
were on a job for about three months.

Reprinted with permission from Common Threads, a publication
of the Oral History Project, 25 West Street 2nd Fir, Boston, MA
021141,617-423-2722_The OralHistory Project has ainterviews
with women from many backgrounds living in the Boston area
and also excellent publications for schools on how to prepare,
conduct and publish interviews.
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