
landslip swept away more than half the second
colony, and the world population plummeted
towards extinction again. At present, the Cubans
are experimenting with growing the cactus from
seed, with great difficulty, but hope to begin re-
storing individuals from botanical gardens to
their original home in the next few years.

Nigel Taylor at Kew gardens in London, who is
assisting the project, argues that actinacanthus is
not a species in its own right, but a large version
of another rare Cuban endemic, the dwarf Turk’s
Cap cactus, Melocactus matanzanus. Matos con-
tests this, but both agree that actinacanthus is
worthy of urgent conservation measures. Unsur-
prisingly, none of the subsistence farmers in the
nearby isolated settlement of Revacadero had
even heard of the cactus. They had more pressing
concerns, such as survival. But Jesús Matos, a
man whose quiet manner hides massive determi-
nation, saw an opportunity to use the cactus as
the spearhead of an environmental education
campaign in the area, officially a protected zone
since 1980. This campaign might not only save
the plant but also halt chronic erosion, extirpate
alien invaders such as marabú, and perhaps even
achieve reforestation with native vegetation.

Matos needed a local ally and he found a gem in
Arlén Izquierdo, a woman with long dark hair,
strikingly clear blue eyes, and an irrepressible be-
lief that, in Castro’s ubiquitous slogan, “a better
world is possible”, though I never heard her
quote it. Che Guevara used to dream about build-
ing true communism in Cuba with “the New
Man”, free of selfish impulses and dedicated to
his fellow human beings. After meeting Arlén,
you feel he should have started with the women.

She was the local teacher and doubled as the
village hairdresser. She knows everyone, and

everyone knows her. Though her enthusiasm
had already her earned the nickname of la loca
[the mad one], this was a kind of compliment in a
village where, as one resident told me, “every-
thing was dead here until Arlén started the cac-
tus campaign”. She eagerly accepted Matos’s
offer of a new job which stretched her in many
ways. Her point of departure was the children.
She started a “Save the Melocactus” campaign in
local schools. Today, the first thing you notice on
arrival is that almost every fence is hung with a
little cardboard placard, colourfully telling
residents that “the forests are refuges for ani-
mals”, or that “Trees = Life”.

Her weekly meetings with the children
became immensely popular. “They are always
combined with games,” she says, “or with excur-
sions to the river near where the cactus grows,
with bathing.” None of the children had ever be-
fore thought of their environment as anything
other than a source of food. They began to see
the countryside outside their doors as magical,
but endangered by overgrazing, uncontrolled
burning, and invasive alien species. They have
now produced no less than seven little plays,
scripted by Arlén. The plots show great pride
that their village has something unique to pro-
tect, such as the cactus. But they also show a big-
ger picture, as when a nurse comes on stage, car-
rying a sick patient – our entire planet.

The adults in Revacadero began to get the
message. It is hard not to, when the only chem-
ist’s shop and only grocery store in the area are
festooned with the children’s exuberant paint-
ings and posters. Interestingly, much of the
medicine in the chemist’s is herbal. The Special
Period sparked a massive revival in folk
remedies. There are, of course, the usual Cuban

contradictions – the paint the children use, for
example, has a very high mercury content,
because nothing else is available or affordable.

Now Arlén has every age group in the area
involved, including pensioners. She insists that
there is no political or religious exclusion at her
meetings. “I knew one woman who didn’t attend
was a Jehovah’s Witness. I asked her if she
believed that nature was God’s creation. She said
she did, so I asked her to help protect it, and she is
now one of our foremost supporters.” Another
elderly woman creates delightful ornaments
from local dried flowers – clearly a growth area
in Cuba. The little nursery in Arlén’s improvised
greenhouse, originally intended only to
germinate the cactus from seed, now produces
everything from avocado to lemon seedlings for
the entire community.

The adult meetings discuss practical issues,
from minimising erosion (plough across a hill-
side, not up and down it) to controlling the use of
fire. But again, entertainment content is para-
mount. “I'm happy if there is five minutes’ debate
for every 20 minutes’ dancing,” she says blithely.

There is no more typically Cuban solution to
Cuban problems than to start up the music. She
searches the national and UN calendar for
reasons to party – International Wetlands Day
(February 2nd) and the Day of Cuban Science
(January 15th) are now celebrated in a village
which had very little to celebrate before. Environ-
mental education has become entwined with a
revival of community life in general.

Word spread rapidly of the programme’s
success. But when Arlén received a summons to
meet a senior figure in the local administration,
she ignored it, half fearing she had committed
some infraction. A police escort followed up the
message, and she learned she was to take her cam-
paign to neighbouring settlements in the 7,000
hectare Santa Clara Savannah Protected Area. To
reach some of them, she had to learn to ride a
horse. To a woman who, with her husband
Ernesto, built her own house, produces her own
mango, papaya, pineapple and banana, makes her
own popcorn, butter and cheese, and salt pork
from her own pigs, this was all in a day’s work.

After watching a special performance from the
children, Arlén, Ernesto, Jesús Matos and Alberto
Torres, curator of the Santa Clara Herbarium,
lead me into the broiling midday sun and up the
hills above the river. No one else is moving, but
Cuban Todys repeatedly serenade our passing. A
metre-long green and blue lizard surveys us from
a nearby tree. Turkey vultures patrol every ridge,
the brilliant light transforming their usually black
plumage to rich chocolate brown.

We finally reach a path where we walk level
with the vultures’ elegantly extended wingtips.
The spiky vegetation demands a change to long-
sleeved shirts despite the blistering heat. We are
close to the slope where the remaining wild speci-
mens of Melocactus actinacanthus have been
found. The small but catastrophic landslip which
buried half the last colony is visible.

Suddenly, Alberto pauses, staring at a mass of
thorny undergrowth right on the path. The mid-
day sun has caught a faint red glow beneath the
dense brown vegetation. He lifts the thorns
gingerly. It is a small but perfectly formed Melo-
cactus actinacanthus. The known population of
the cactus in the wild has just abruptly increased
by about 10 per cent. The other cacti, carefully
labelled, are scattered on the hard-to-access
slope below us. So close to human footfall, the sur-
vival of the newly found plant is clearly even
more tenuous than usual. But its serendipitous
discovery crowns a day in which pessimism, for
once, seems utterly out of place. ◆

Paddy Woodworth’s new travel book, The Basque
Country, will be published by Signal and Oxford in

September
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