
       
 

	

All means are good ones when it comes to defending liberty: 
President Geffrard and Spanish Annexation of the Dominican Republic, 1861 

 
 As the 1860s dawned, the relationship between the two states of the island was gaining solid 
foundation.  In the newly reestablished Haitian republic, President Fabre Nicholas Geffrard had offered an 
entreaty of peace, indicating the end of the periodic campaigns for reunification.  The Dominican Minister of 
War suggested selling off the navy’s ships, foreign consuls remarked on the calm that reigned, and both 
leaders were left to the internal affairs of their republics. Serious problems loomed, however, particularly in 
the Dominican Republic.  Strongman president Pedro Santana’s autocratic rule, inflation, competition for 
political spoils, and meager state resources brought frequent disruptions to the political scene. In a bid to 
maintain power, he ceded the territory back to Spain in 1861, nearly forty years after separation from Spain 
and half again as many of political separation from Haiti. From Port-au-Prince, President Geffrard’s response 
was immediate. Reoccupation by a slave power seemed to threaten not only political authority on the island 
but the very autonomy of its citizens.  The Moniteur Haïtien published the voices of Dominicans opposed to 
annexation, even as the event was just a rumor.  After the change in flag on March 18, 1861, the president 
sprang into action.  In the first document below, Geffrard addresses the Dominican people directly, urging a 
united front against outside incursion.  In the second document, he calls Haitian citizens to arms.  
 Opposition to Spanish reoccupation brought new connections across the island.  While no 
mobilization from the west ever materialized – Spanish warships quickly forced Geffrard into silence, 
demanding an outrageous indemnity for unrest in Dominican territory that they blamed on Haitian agitation 
— Dominican rebels still looked westward.  Prominent exiles followed circuits that led them to Port-au-
Prince, Cap Haïtien, and neighboring islands; a secret market of foodstuffs grew to feed rebels in the Cibao 
valley.  Even as Dominican President Santana had invoked a fear of Haiti to justify his forfeiture of 
independence, the fighting demonstrated how cynical his claims had been.  Repeated entreaties of the 
Provisional Government in the east called for Haitian support; elsewhere, one fighter in Baní was caught 
with a copy of one of Geffrard’s proclamations in his pocket.  As the fighting raged, a new potential 
foundation for unity between the two states grew, the possibility of two federated republics.  One newspaper 
in Puerto Plata, La Regeneración, even called for dual citizenship on the island as the fighting ended in 1865.  
Political discord and disunity interrupted such idealistic visions in the east and west, but they embodied the 
creative responses of independent citizens grappling with a thoroughly colonial Caribbean. 

 
 

PROTEST OF THE GOVERNMENT OF THE REPUBLIC OF HAITI  
AGAINST THE ANNEXATION OF SANTO DOMINGO TO SPAIN1 

Fabre Geffrard, President of Haiti 
 
 General Santana, in realizing the coup that he has premeditated for a long time, has had the Spanish 
flag raised over the East of Haiti.  Several acts emanating from that general have declared this fact, and a 
note, with the date of April 6th of this year, from the Consul of Her Catholic Majesty in Haiti, has notified the 
Haitian Government. 
 Certainly, the Government of Haiti could not have expected such an outcome.  The friendly relations 
that the Madrid court had contracted with the government in recent years, accrediting it consuls, did not 
prepare it for this; yes, on the initiative of the mediating powers, a treaty of five years was rushed to be 
granted, it was not, no doubt, so that this development might be prepared in the shadow of that treaty and of 
the loyal mediation of France and England. 
 With what right does Spain today take possession of the East?  Had this province not entirely ceased 
to be its colony, many years ago?  Did it not in fact accept nearly a quarter of a century ago, voluntary 
incorporation of the Eastern part to the Haitian Republic?  Lastly, did Spain not recognize the independence 
of the Dominican Republic, and deal with her State to State? 

	
1 José de la Gándara, Anexión y guerra de Santo Domingo (Vol. 1) (Madrid: Imprenta de Correo Militar, 1884), 419-
421. 



       
 

	

 Spain does not have today, then, any right over the eastern part of Haiti; it does not have any more 
right over this territory, than France or England could have; and the taking possession of the East by Spain is 
as enormous of an event as if it were done by France or by England.  If it were necessary to admit that Spain 
still had rights over the Dominican Republic, then it would also be necessary to admit that she has them over 
Mexico, over Colombia, over Peru, over all of the independent Republics of América that are of Spanish 
origin. 
 Plus, with what right, on their end, do Santana and his faction turn over the Dominican territory to 
Spain?  Such is the will of the people! they say.  False claim!  The population, trembling under the regime of 
terror Santana organized, cannot manifest any free vote.  A good number of honorable, enlightened, citizens, 
patriots loyal to the Dominican Republic, thrown out of their patria by General Santana, protest with all of 
their energy against the alienation of their country, which is cowardly treason! 
 No one can doubt that Haiti has a great interest that no foreign power establish itself in the East.  
From the moment that two peoples inhabit the same island, their destinies, relative to foreign initiatives, are 
necessarily shared.  The political existence of one finds itself intimately tied with that of the other, and they 
are obliged to guarantee mutual security each to each.  Suppose it was possible that Scotland suddenly 
change sovereigns suddenly, whether under Russian domination, or French: would it not be said that 
England’s existence was not immediately threatened?  
 Such are the essential bonds that unite the two parts east and west of Haiti.  Such are the powerful 
motives for which in all of our constitutions, since our political formation, have Constantly declared that the 
entire island of Haiti will not comprise more than one State; and it was not ambition for conquest that 
dictated that declaration; it was only a deep conviction for our own security; as the founders of our young 
society declared, at the same time, that Haiti forbade any enterprise that might disrupt the interior rule of 
neighboring islands. 
 The Haitian Government, better understanding the conditions of independence and security of 
nations, has wanted, then, to form with the Dominican people a single and homogeneous State.  In the space 
of twenty-two years, the free and spontaneous will of the population of the East realized this grand vision.   
The two peoples have mixed, have lived the same political and social life, have formed but one and the same 
State; and the administration of this half of the shared country cost, in twenty-two years, great pecuniary 
sacrifices of the Haitian Government. 
 If the people of the East separated in 1844, they never had any other objective than to govern 
themselves.  For purported motives of freedom, they wanted to substitute one unitary government with two 
separate governments, without nevertheless being ignorant of the intimate ties and community of interests of 
the two populations. 
 The separation of the East has never been, fundamentally, anything but a dispute over the form of 
government.  Never would those populations, so jealous of their freedom, have gone so far as to turn 
themselves over to foreign domination; just as the Haitian Government will never consent but to their 
autonomy, the object of their most ardent will, to better insure the common interests and the shared 
independence of the two peoples. 
 The Haitian Government protests, then, solemnly and in the face of Europe and América, against all 
occupation by Spain of the Dominican territory: it declares that Santana’s faction does not have any right to 
alienate that territory, under any title whatsoever: that it will never recognize such a cession: that it expresses 
all possible reservations, just as it reserves the use of all means which, per the circumstances, could be 
appropriate to assure and secure its most precious interest. 
 Given in the Palais Nacional of Puerto Prince on April 6, 1861, year 58 of independence. 
      GEFFRARD 
For the President: 
The Secretary of State, President of the Council 
J. PAUL 
 
The Secretary of State of War and the Navy 
T. DEJOIE 
 



       
 

	

The Secretary of State of Justice, Religion, and Public Education 
F.E. DUBOIS 
 
The Secretary of State of Treasury, Trade, and Foreign Relations 
V. PLAISANCE 
 
The Secretary of State of Police 
L. LAMOTHE 
 

PROCLAMATION OF THE PRESIDENT OF THE HAITIAN REPUBLIC,  
MR. GEFFRARD, TO THE PEOPLE AND TO THE ARMY,  
WITH REGARD TO THE EVENTS OCCURRED IN SANTO  

DOMINGO ON MARCH 18, 1861.2 
 

TO THE PEOPLE AND TO THE ARMY 
HAITIANS. 

 
 The Spanish Government, in favor of infamous intrigue and condemned plotting, tricking and 
seducing General Santana, who rules the fate of our brothers of the East of the island, has just raised its flag 
on the walls of Santo Domingo.  You know that that flag authorizes and protects the enslavement of the sons 
of Africa.  In Cuba and Puerto Rico millions of our brothers and cocitizens groan, desperate, under the 
tyranny of a cruel master, who consider them to be more vile and miserable than the beasts of the fields and 
whom they mistreat without pity under the shade of that degraded flag, which in waving over Santo 
Domingo presages for us desperation and the end of our liberties. 
 Haitians! Will you consent to losing your freedom and to being reduced to slavery?  Today, in the 
full nineteenth century, when Italy, Hungary and Poland, peoples oppressed by an even less terrible regime 
than the one Spain imposes on our brothers in her colonies, fight to free themselves and win independence, 
can you consent that the authority of a strange Government put down roots in our soil, determined to 
conspire against our liberty and to destroy it by violence or guile? No, you would never suffer such a 
disgrace. 
 The country is in danger, our nationality threatened, our liberty compromised.  To arms, Haitians!  
Let us run to arms using them to push back the invading hordes.  May your motto be that immortal phrase 
that served to guide the founders of our Republic: liberty or death.  Let us push back against force with force.  
We will not vacillate in the face of any sacrifice, nor retreat from any obstacle.  All means are good ones 
when it comes to defending liberty.  Even if we see our pueblos reduced to piles of rubble and the whole 
country converted into an immense sepulcher, we will fight without truce or quarter.  God will make the 
Haitians win!  After having drawn from us our last breath, Spain would not gain anything, because neither 
Europe nor América would ever consent to her planting her hated flag in the soil of our beloved country.  To 
battle!  Spain’s domination in América must end.  We will expel her from Santo Domingo and that defeat 
will be the precursor to her definitive expulsion from the Gulf of Mexico.  Spain hopes to destroy our 
nationhood and does not realize that trying to do so will be her own tomb.  The future will justify this 
prediction. 
 To arms, Haitians!  We will march to combat and not drop them from our hands until the Spanish 
authority disappears from the territory of Haiti.  If luck is to be against us, which is implausible, we will 
make it so that the Spanish banner waves only over our ashes and our cadavers. 
 History and posterity will applaud our heroism.  The educated nations will avenge our defeat and our 
ruin. 
 Given in the Palais National of Port-au-Prince on April 18, 1861. 
     FABRE GEFFRARD 

	
2 José de la Gándara, Anexión y guerra de Santo Domingo (Vol. 1) (Madrid: Imprenta de Correo Militar, 1884), 417-
419. 


