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Could it be that every 10 years France faces a demand for reparation from Haiti?  
 
In 2003, Toussaint Louverture's homeland, under President Jean Bertrand Aristide, 
demanded the return of 60 million gold francs, the sum often euphemistically referred 
to as the "debt of independence", but which was in fact a ransom forcefully squeezed 
by France from the young state and the Haitian people. I was in Port-au-Prince then, 
and I remember the banners across the streets, proclaiming – in Creole – "OCHAN POU 
ZANSET NOU YO - RESTITISYON POU HAITI". France preferred to ignore this demand 
for restitution. 
 
In 2013, CARICOM, the Community of Caribbean States, of which Haiti is a member, 
launched an initiative demanding reparations for slavery from the old colonial powers 
Great Britain, Holland and France. 
 
France preferred to ignore this demand, too. In contrast to Holland, for example, 
which gave CARICOM an – albeit unsatisfactory – answer. 
 
But today, before the Toussaint Louverture memorial, I do not want to indulge in 
"France bashing". Toussaint would not appreciate such a thing anyway, because he 
was convinced – probably until his arrest in 1802 – of the good will of France and 
believed in the possibility of a free Haiti with free men and women within a French 
Commonwealth. 
 
So, no France bashing! Rather, I would like to show you today why efforts are being 
made within CARICOM to include Switzerland in the list of targeted colonial powers 
and to demand reparations from our country, too. In other words: I would like to show 
you that France and Switzerland are sitting in the same boat. 
 
Let us follow the journey of the most distant member of the Swiss delegation, our 
friend and pilgrim Salome from Trogen, the former capital of the canton of Appenzell 
Ausserrhoden. From Trogen came Johann Ulrich Zellweger, who emigrated to Cuba in 
1831 and there became extremely wealthy in the sugar industry based on slave labour. 
He returned to Switzerland, founded a bank and became a railway pioneer. 
 
Salome had to change trains in St.Gallen, my hometown. From St.Gallen came 
Hieronymus Sailer, who in 1528 became the second man in the Western world to sign 
an "asiento de negros" with the Spanish king, thus receiving the right to export 4000 
slaves to America. Moreover, today we know eight slave plantations in the New World 
(Suriname, Berbice, USA), which were owned by patrician families from St.Gallen. 
 



Salome had to change trains in Zurich. Heinrich Escher came from Zurich and became 
extremely wealthy with a coffee plantation and slaves in Cuba. Escher returned to 
Switzerland; his son Alfred Escher founded a bank and became a railway pioneer. 
 
Salome had to change trains in Neuchâtel. Neuchâtel is Switzerland's "Liverpool" when 
it comes to relations with the slavery economy. We know of over 30 plantations which, 
together with slaves, were owned by Neuchâtel patrician families. And we know David 
de Pury, who became extremely wealthy trading in diamond and through investments 
in the slave trade and who bequeathed part of his fortune to his native town. This 
money was used, among other things, to finance the construction of the railway line 
which brought Salome and the Swiss delegation from Neuchâtel through the Val de 
Travers to Fleurier, past the villages of Saint-Sulpice and Couvet. 
 
From Saint-Sulpice came the slave-owning family de Meuron, from Couvet came the 
watchmaker and scientist Ferdinand Berthoud, whose merit was the development of a 
robust marine chronometer for the measurement of longitude on the high seas. 
Berthoud emigrated to France, was appointed "Master Watchmaker " in 1753 and 
"Horloger Mécanicien du Roi et de la Marine" in 1770. Two of his marine 
chronometers were tested in 1768 on the Corvette "Isis", on a journey from Rochefort 
to Saint-Domingue. 
 
1768: Toussaint Louverture was then a young man of 25 years on Breda plantation, 
shortly before his manumission. After our journey through colonial Switzerland, we 
have arrived here again, in front of the monument for Toussaint Louverture. 
 
I have dared to calculate Switzerland's share of the transatlantic slavery economy. 
Together with other historians, I now assume that it is about 2%. Is that a lot? It is very 
little compared to what has been estimated for Great Britain (40%), Portugal (30%) or 
France (20%). But it is infinitely more than the 0% that most Swiss (including most 
historians, including myself) would have estimated as late as the 1990s.  
 
And if we relate these 2% to the relative sizes of the population, we are in for a 
surprise. Around 1800, Switzerland had about 1.7 million inhabitants and France about 
29 million. As a result, the country that we have all considered so tiny, neutral, alpine 
and landlocked had a per capita participation in transatlantic slavery that was about 
twice as high as that of France. 
 
I would therefore like to close with an appeal. Both France and Switzerland were 
countries that participated in slavery, the slave trade and the European colonial 
project. Why don't we sit down together, the governments, the politicians and the civil 
societies of our two countries, and think about how to decently deal with the demands 
for reparations that CARICOM is now making?  
 
Perhaps a little bit before the next demand comes in 2023. 


