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Rocked toits =
foundations ?

| How can Haiti justify repairing “;
its architectural gems when :
1.5m people are living in tents?
Steve Rose reports from the
country a year after the quake
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am sitting on the verandah of the
Hotel Olaffson in Port-au-Prince,
sipping colfee and looking out
over its tranquil gardens. So
idyllic is the scene, you could
easily imagine that nothing much
has changed here for a century - or af

| least not since the 19608, whenthis. |
white-painted landmark was known as |

“the Greenwich Village of the troplcs®

| and hosted the likes of Truman Capote,

Mick Jagger and Graham Greene. The
Cloffson even inspired the hotel that

| appears in Greene's 1966 novel The

Comedians. “With its towers and
alconies and wooden fretwork
decomtions it had the air at night of a
Charles Addams house,” wrote Groene,
referring to the cartoonist who gave
rise to the Addams Family, “but in the
sunlight or when the lights went on
among the patms, it seemed fragile and
period and pretty and absurd, an
Miustration from a book of fairy-tales.”
This is not the image of Haiti weare
used to - not since the sarthquake that
struck a year ago today. But you don't
have to wander far from the Cloffson to
find ruins, rubble and tented cities. The
presidential palace 1s still a collapsed
heap, untouched since it became the
defining image of the disaster. There are
730,000 dead to moutn, Up to 300,000
batldings damaped, and 1.5 million
| people still without homes. But Port.

au-Prince |5 at least back on jts feet: the

| poat, akrport and phone network are
working again, the potholed streets

| are chogged with traffic and lined

| with vendors, and talk is no longer of

| emergency rellef but of reconstruction

=and the lack of it.

5o perhaps it's not inappropriate to
remember the prettiness of Halti's
past. The country has an extraordinary
architectural heritage, reflecting its
status as the first independent, black-
led country in the workd, and the only
nation whose independence was gained
as part of a successful slave rebellion.

In that respect, Haitl faces a dilemma:
on one hand, there is the need to get
the country back on its feet guickly; on
the other, there's the desire to preserve
what links to the past remain. Yes,
architecture is about providing shelter,
security and functionality, but it is also
about culture, memory and history, In
2 place like today’s Haiti, the lormer
values inevitably take precedence,

when there are innumerable |

charities and NGOs
well-meaning but uncoordinated
reconstruction projects. Churches and
other historée structures have already
been toppled or maed, thelr futures
umcertain, This country that has lost
so much still has more tolose, but who
wants to talk about preserving culture
and history when there are still
1.5 million people tiving in tents?
*wWhy should we make a tabuia rasa

out of everything when we have such
| an incredible history - and anefacts
| that tell that history?® asks Michéle

| Pierre-Louis, president of Folkal, Haitfs

Enowledge and Freedom Foundation.
“I've travelled a lot in the world, and
been to kots of peor places where there
isa strong sense of history and memory.
That is extremely important. It's a link,
it's part of your Identity.”

A former prime mindster of Halti,
Plerre-Louls is a remarkable woman
with a commitment to what she calls

architecture in that definition, in
particular its “gingerbread houses” - so
called because of thelr intricate extemal
decoration. The Otoffson is one of the
best-preserved examples of this turm-
of-the-century vernacular architecture,
bt there are some 300 more in the
same hood.

These houses aren't just beautifil. In
design termis, they are Ideally subted to
local conditions: their steep roofs, high

timber frames, they have withstood a
century of not just earthquakes but
hurricanes, fioods and torrential rain.
*They stand as evidence that the
culture of Haiti differs from the other

islands af the Caribbean,” says US
conservation architect Randolph
Langenbach, “Although one can find
gingerbread detailing on houses
elsewhere, I've seen nothing on the
same scale outside the U5, But beca
of the climate, and more loosely
interpreted academic styles, they tal
on alight, open and playful quality
that makes them uniquely Haitian."

Langenbach was part of a team of
experts who surveyed 200 gingerbre
hotses last year, after they wene add
to the World Monuments Fund's wal
list of endangered architecture, Less
than 5% of them wese actually
destroyed in the quake, against an
average of 405 for Port-au-Prinoe as
whole, leading Langenbach to believ
they could be a model for seismic-
resistant designs of the future,

The stock was badly damaged,

although a conservation programime
now in motion, thanks to Folkal, The
next stage 4 to turm one damaged

| house into an educational restoratio
shutters rather than gixss) help keop the: |
insides cool; and, thanks to thels flexible |

project, says Plerme-Louks, with a view
mmﬂﬂmwﬂﬂmmiﬁ'
needed to preserve the others. *1 ho
all those people living in tents will b
ahie to come and visit these houses
when they are restored,” she says,

=and know that they are theirs alsa.’
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It dioesnt stop with gingerboead
houses: Haiti is dotted with buildings
of a simillar vintage. There are 18th-
century forts built by the French, and
even the British, Then there is the
heautiful coastal town of Incmed,
Founded by the French in the late-1r7th
century, it boasts streets of architecture
not dissimilar to that of New Orleans,
which it Is sald to have influenced.
Though it suffered less than the capital
25 miles toits north, Jaomel was also
badly damaged by the quake,

And for those who doubt the role
architecture can play in forging national

identity, there is the Citadelle Laferridne |

in the north, the largest fortress in the
western hemisphere. Bullt soon after
the country's independence in 1804
by Henri Christophe, a Haitian general
who then declaned himself king, the
Citadedle is an impregnahle
mountaintop structure whose
vital statistics underiine not
fust the Haltians’ technical
expertise but their deter-
minathon to never again be
slaves its walls are 16ft thick,
s rammparts 1300 high, and
its cisterns hold a year's worth
of water, Below it are the mins
of Sans-Souci, Christophe’s

Citadelle recently were stunned by its
sophistication, says Monigoe Rooourt-
Martinex, of Haitlan heritage group
Ispan; but, mone importantly, the
hilltop colossus represents "the greates
monument o black freedom in the
Americas”. The Citadelle and Sans-Souci
are, for now, at least secure and under
restoration: recognising them as “a
universal symbol of iberty™, Unesco
declared the area a World Heritage Site
In 1978. *The question af national

| heritage is of utmost importanoce,” says
| Rocourt-Martinez. “There ks an urgent

need for the people of Haiti to consult
thelr heritage and traditions, IFit is to

| reverse course and finally become a

nation. A country that loses control of
its history loses control of the futare,”
Bridging the gap between Haiti's
Inspirational history and its desperate
present has always been a challenge,
Getting anything done seems to be
achallenge. But one reconstruction

| project gives reason for hope: the Iron
| Market In Port-au-Prince, a handsome

19th-century structure that was one of

| Haiti's best-loved bulldings; its image
| appears on the country’s bank notes, A

year ago, it was a twisted, msted relic
Halfl of it had burned down in 2008,
then the earthquake damaged what
s befi. It has now been fully restoned,
and was officially reopened yesterday

| by Bill Clinten,

The Iron Market was designed and
made in Paris around the same time as
the Eiffel Tower, and there's.a similarly

| heroic aesthetic to its riveted plates

anid expressive structure, augmented
with neoclssical flourishes, Consisting
of two symmetrical halls linked
by a pavilion, it was originally
bound for Cairo, hence the
Islamibe-looking minarets, but
it somithow found its way 1o
Haiti, where it was assembled
like a ghant oea flatpack in
18491, Todday, freshly painted
in red and green, the Iron
Market stands out a mile,
literally - surrounded as it is
by the ruins of what used 1o
be downtown Port-au-Prince. lts
resurrection doesn't just bring back 4

pivce of heritage architecture, it
also reinstates a vital commercial
resource that will hopefully anchor
dowmntown regeneration.

“Tve never been imvolved ina prog
with such drive and determination,*
says Scottish anchitect John MocAslan
‘who was appointed to restore and
rebuild the market. “There's beena
genuine sense of urgency,™ McAslan
became imvolved with Haitl two year

| ago, falbowing his firm's volantary we

in Malawi with the Clinton Glohal
Initiative (OGI), the former US
president’s foundation,

Since the quake, McAslan has
taken & wider role in the country's
reconstruction. His firm |5 co-ordinati
the only government-approved
programme for permanent housing,
again with the CGIE and other partner:
This month, an exhibition will be hel
showcasing competition entries for a
scheme bo build, by May, 140 homes
and a community centre, Designs ha
to be locally appropriate: affordable,

| easy to build (with local resources),

fostering community valwes and
utilising solar power and minwater
collection. Some 500 entries were
received, Inchuding a healthy proporth
from Haitian architects.

McAslan has also campalgned for
the congservation of Haiti's historic
architecture, starting with the Iron
Market, "It symbolised s0 muoch to m
he says. “It symbaolised the struggle ¢
Hall, its working life, its extracrdina
history, OF course, rebuilding hospita
and schools and homes 15 a priority, b
the country needs symbaols of hope.

Rebuilding it to its fonmer state wa
imposaible, explains MeAslan, but
enough ironwork was salvaged from
the burned-doven north hall to restor
the relatively intact south hall. This
entailed the laborious i
and reconditioning of thousands of
jpieces of iron, all done by hand at the
warkshop of & local artist. A new nort
hiall was then built from scratch with
U5 steel. Although this new wing
lacks the delicate detailing of its
1gth-century counterpart, inside it
achieves the same light, spaciouns
quality, Such a pragmatic approach
underlines the project’s urgency, whi
the half-old, half-new composition
feels somehow apt: the shape, one
hopes, of things to come.

For the last year, the markets
traders have been selling everything
from vegetables to stereos to
unlabelled pifls from makeshift stalls
on the filthy streets outside the site,
while, on the other side of the hoardin
work raced on. [ stood among them
as they patiently queued from dawn
1o register for the new stalls. The
atmosphene was almost buayant, For
the first time in a long while, these
was something o look fiorward to,
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