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To the people of La Picadora, we thank you.
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INTRODUCTION
BY ERIKA RYSER 



9

Yusi Wang was a student in the spring 2017 Institute for 
Study Abroad program that took U.S. students to study for 
a semester at the University of Havana. Under the guidance 
of School of Biology professors Vanessa Vázquez Sánchez 
and Armando Rangel Rivero, Yusi and her classmates 
spent four transformational days as part of the community 
in La Picadora. It’s clear from her poem that living in this 
community grabbed her heart in a special way. 

Reading this book, you’ll see how the authors of each 
chapter are captivated by the La Picadora community. Let 
yourself be drawn in to these stories, that together serve as 

LA PICADORA
Azure skies and sun-kissed skin;
Sea of green and friendly grins.

Echoing melodies in a distant ground;
Galletas in hand, so large and round:

Crunch, followed by chorusing feathery friends,
While carriage thunders past path with no end.

Standing on a mountain gazing down,
Seeing sugar, goats, rice enclose the town.

Axes chopping, then wooden walls;
Working hands dance, then warm bread rolls.

From a hidden secret to an open home,
Forever recorded in my mental tome.

By yusi Wang
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a microscope into the lives of the people of this community, 
past and present. Reading this book gives us a unique 
opportunity to understand a bit about these lives that are at 
once so distant from some of the authors’ lives, yet so clearly 
a part of our interconnected world, economy, environment, 
and knowledge base.

You can be drawn in to La Picadora from so many 
directions. Historians find richness in the region of Sancti 
Spíritus, and in La Picadora in particular. Daily Y. Borroto 
Escuela, Ismel Brito, Idania Hernández Ramos, and Dasiel 
O. Borroto Escuela describe in Chapter 1 the importance 
of the sugar industry to this region, and the importance of 
the region to the sugar industry. In Chapter 2, José Ángel 
Rodríguez Sánchez (you’ll come to know him fondly as “Titi” 
as you read ahead) describes the pivotal moments in the 
1950s leading up to the Cuban Revolution in this region, 
as well as different constructs of community and workers’ 
organizations, some unique to Cuba and others very 
specifically unique to La Picadora. In these early chapters, we 
learn a great deal about Cuba, and how 20th century events 
and ideas led to the Cuba that exists today. 

In Chapter 3, Ibreinys González, Ester Denis and Vanessa 
Vázquez write about  healthcare situation in La Picadora 
and nearby communities and in Chapter 4, José Vázquez 
Rodríguez describes how this history and culture is captured 
in photography, bringing the arts into the conversation.

Reading on, we find a wealth of information about the 
physical makeup of the area, as plant and animal biologists, 
and other specialists and community members chime in 
on the unique characteristics of this region of the island 
in Chapters 5-8. Authors Alexander Valdivia Lara, Odalis 
Sánchez Agudín, Lisvany Pérez Pérez, Armando Falcón 
Méndez, and José Ángel Rodríguez Sánchez offer insightful 
details about the land, including stone and clay in the region 
and their uses; animal husbandry and agriculture, which of 
course are closely tied to the culture of La Picadora; flora 
and fauna, introducing us to species unique to central Cuba; 
and landscapes of the region and the important human 
economic footprints on the ecosystem.

The area around La Picadora offers a compelling story 
of how the physical land interplays with human history.  
Scientists have found information and artifacts linking this 
region to the one of the oldest known human activity in Cuba, 
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often through exploration of casimbas and caves. Carlos 
Arredondo Antúnez, Dodany Machado Mendoza, Mauricio 
Hernández, Armando Rangel Rivero, and Inês de Oliveira 
Noronha are biologists, archaeologists  and anthropologists 
who discuss these important findings as well as the culture 
of heritage preservation in Cuba.

Finally, we have a section of the book dedicated to 
people, groups, actions, and other themes of the present 
that let us know where La Picadora fits in today’s society.  
José Alexis Rodríguez Gago, Vanessa Vázquez Sánchez, 
Armando Rangel Rivero, Inês de Oliveira Noronha, Esther 
Denis Pérez, Tanja Sørensen, and Michelle Ranieri discuss the 
local actors in La Picadora and their programs and projects; 
tourism, and agrotourism in particular; heritage and the way 
it is taught and carried out in La Picadora; and experiences 
of international students in this community.

 The importance of the relationship between the Montané 
Anthropological Museum and the La Picadora community are 
evident throughout the book. The community members, as 
well as all the specialists, students, and visitors who interact 
with La Picadora, appreciate the strength of this relationship 
and the dedication of both a continual education and search 
for knowledge. We also learn about the contributions 
of the Center for Marine Research, the Harte Research 
Institute, and Caguanes National Park in the community. 
The following authors contribute to this information: Silvia 
Patricia González-Díaz, Vanessa Vázquez Sánchez, Armando 
Rangel Rivero, Carlos Arredondo Antúnez, José Vázquez 
Rodríguez, Victoria Constanza Ramenzoni, Mark Richard 
Besonen, Richard McLaughlin, David Yoskowitz, Laura López 
Castañeda, Norgis Valentín Hernández López, and Dayli 
Yanetsy Borroto Escuela.

A number of the book’s authors are members of the La 
Picadora community. This reflects the reason the community 
works so well —its members are dedicated to learning and 
teaching, to being part of the world and having part of the 
world in the community. The intentionality behind the work 
that went into writing this book is the same intentionality 
that goes into the relationships, responsibilities, and 
resources shared in the community.

My own experience in La Picadora drew me in as well. I 
work with international programs that bring U.S. students 
to immerse themselves in host cultures. I’ve been fortunate 
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enough to spend time with rural communities around the 
world, both for work and personal reasons, in places as varied 
as Ghana, Spain, and Chile. Many of these visits have been 
worthwhile, both in terms of contributing to my own or my 
students’ educations, or in terms of making lifelong friends.  
Few, however, can compare with the way La Picadora draws 
you in and makes you feel like one of them —even long 
after you’ve left.  And few leave you with such a yearning to 
return, to again take part and contribute to the community.

I can´t point to a particular moment or issue that makes 
me feel like part of the community. Maybe it was the 
conversations I had sitting with several women while we 
separated rocks out of rice. Or maybe it was the way I lay 
in a hammock listening to guitar music. Or the way I sat on 
a porch petting a neighbor’s puppies. Most likely, it was the 
way that life was available to me in La Picadora to simply join 
as I see fit, relying on my own initiative to be a part, but with 
all the indications that I was welcome and wanted there.

I have shared multiple reasons to let yourself be drawn 
in to La Picadora, and there are numerous more as you 
read ahead. A lot can be learned from the history and 
physical characteristics of this region, and a great deal about 
communities, resourcefulness, and intentionality that we can 
learn and apply to a number of personal and professional 
settings in our lives. Some of the insight is particular to Cuba, 
and other pieces of insight are applicable across cultures. 

A note on the term campesino: In the translation of this 
book, I chose not to translate the word campesino. There are 
a number of words or terms that are similar to this, including 
farmer, rural dweller, and peasant, but none of these capture 
the term as used in this book and throughout much of the 
Spanish-speaking world. A campesino in La Picadora, in 
particular, is likely to be a farmer or part of a farm family, but not 
always —and in any case, it’s more than that. It’s an identity, a 
perspective, a description of shared experiences.  It may conjure 
up feelings of hardship or going without, and it may conjure 
up neighborly support, generosity, or simply a shared value 
system. Unfortunately, in some places and in some times, the 
term campesino may be pejorative. In this book, however, and 
in La Picadora, as in many other places and times, campesino is 
a celebration, a respect, and an appreciation.   

indianaPolis, indiana, usa, sEPtEmBEr, 2018
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Yaguajay is a municipality and town in the Cuban province 
of Sancti Spíritus. It is a region located in the northern part 
of the province with a total area of 1,032 km2, a region full 
of fertile valleys and important geological formations. In a 
recent count, the municipality had a population of 58,938 
inhabitants, with a population density of 57.1/km.2 

One notable part of its territory is the Bay of Buena Vista 
and the hundreds of keys that define the boundaries of the 
bay and the northern part Yaguajay municipality. The bay 
itself is a Biosphere Reserve and a Ramsar Convention site. 
The municipality also contain Caguanes National Park, a 
protected swamp area coastal ecosystems, and caves with 
pictographs. 

Ever since 1645, sugar has been a part of Yaguajay. It 
played a role when this region was still part of the Spanish 
colony, after the municipality gained its autonomy, through 
Cuba’s revolutions and still today. As in other Cuban sugar 
regions, Yaguajay sugar industry has seen both hardship 
and prosperous times. In this chapter we will examine the 
history of the sugar cane industry in Yaguajay municipality. 
We will discuss how sugar has been a persistently important 
resource for the people of Yaguajay throughout the years, 
including during crises. This chapter will look closely at key 
events and key times in the history of Yaguajay from its slow 

INTRODUCTION
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beginnings, to its colonial period to it wake-up call in the 
19th century, to the present. 

Cuba was discovered on October 28, 1492 with the 
landing of La Pinta, La Niña and La Santa María, the three 
European ships under the command of Admiral Christopher 
Columbus during his first trip to the New World. But the 
conquest of the island for the Spanish empire under 
Adelantado Diego Velázquez, began for Cuba’s western 
region (the city of Baracoa city) almost two decades after 
Columbus’s first trip, circa 1510.

The first Spaniards arrived in the northern central region of 
Cuba (Yaguajay) in 1513, when Captain Pánfilo de Narváez, 
accompanied by Dominican Friar Bartolomé de las Casas, 
explored the island, under the command of Velázquez. 
These lands (known as Hato de Yaguajay y Mayajigua) were 
commissioned to Capt. Pánfilo de Narváez, and then were 
left to Bartolomé López, Pedro de Valdivia and Baltazar Bravo 
until 1590. They were then sold and commissioned to captain 
Don Diego de la Calona in 1600, who remained owner until 
1677 in the name of the Spanish Crown.

In the first two centuries after Hato de 
Yaguajay y Mayajigua were commissioned 
by the Spanish Crown (1513-1700), the main 
economic activities in the territory centered on 
cattle and other livestock, to meet the needs of 
the conquest of Florida; the felling of precious 
woods used for building royal naval ships; and 
the processing of sugar cane at a primitive mill 
(known as the Ingenio Yaguajay1) to provide 
sugar and crude rum (aguardiente) to the local 
market.

Sugar cane originally comes from New 
Guinea, and is consider one of the earliest goods traded between Spain 
and Portugal and the East. In the 15th century Portugal and Spain took 
sugar cane to the Atlantic islands of Madeira, Sao Tomé and Principe, Cape 
Verde and the Canaries, where it could grow in tropical and subtropical 
climates. Columbus himself introduced sugar cane to the Antilles Islands, 
bringing it to Hispaniola during his second voyage. However, the sugar 
cane trade began in Hispaniola around 1517, promoted by individual 

1An ingenio is a complex of 

land, buildings, machines, 

tools, services, homes, 

slaves, and animals created 

and assembled for sugar 

cane production.  In the 

late 19th Century, the term 

was used to refer to the 

manufacturing zone and 

surrounding buildings. 

YAGUAJAY AND THE BEGINNING OF 
SUGAR PRODUCTION (1513-1700)
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growers with the support of the Spanish Crown through laws 
and loans designed to promote it. 

On December 30, 1595, King Felipe II issued a decree 
extending to Cuba the benefits granted to sugar mill owners 
in Hispaniola, and he authorized Gómez Reynell of Portugal 
to begin bringing African slaves in Cuba. In 1602, the 
inhabitants of the city of Havana received their first loans to 
promote sugar production. Between 1599 and 1699, a total 
of 204 loans were granted to build sugar mills in and around 
Havana. Sugar plantations also sprang up in and around 
other early colonial cities, including Bayamo, Santiago de 
Cuba and Trinidad, in the early 17th century, but these never 
attained the relevance and economic impact of the Havana 
plantations. 

As Havana developed its sugar industry in the first half 
of the 17th century, Yaguajay remained on the margin of 
a colonial system based on the exploitation of cash crops, 
cattle and livestock, and precious timber. However, by mid-
century, sugar production had begun in Yaguajay after the 
construction of its first sugar mill, the Ingenio Yaguajay, in 
the area of Yaguajay-Camaján during the period of 1600-
1645, owned by Captain Diego de la Calona. 

Although Yaguajay had many of the features needed 
to develop a sugar industry, this development remained 
poor throughout the 17th century. First, the region lacked 
a deep-water port or anchorage for larger ships. Secondly, 
the intense, ferocious presence of English and French pirates 
in the vicinity meant continuous attacks on Yaguajay’s 
plantations and settlements. The Ingenio Yaguajay itself was 
occupied and destroyed by pirates several times. And thirdly, 
strict Spanish laws regarding slavery meant that Cuba, and 
Yaguajay in particular, did not have the necessary minimum 
capacity of labor to produce higher levels of sugar. A limited 
amount of slave labor meant that sugar was produced in 
an artisanal manner. Therefore, for a long time, Yaguajay’s 
limited sugar production meant it was not considered part 
of the sugar market. 

Other than the low production rate, life on a sugar 
plantation in Yaguajay’s first ingenio was similar to that of 
other regions of Cuba and the Caribbean. The founding of 
Ingenio Yaguajay in the early 17th century by De la Calona 
put this region on the Cuban sugar from the start. This 
ingenio represented the start of almost 400 years of sugar 
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production on the central-northern Atlantic coast of Cuba 
and the transformation of its landscape and culture.

A very interesting description of a 17th century Cuban 
ingenio is part of the detailed report written on March 
23, 1645 by Diego Díaz, the colonial ruler of the city of 
Santa Clara, as part of his comprehensive inventory of the 
Hacienda Yaguajay, owned by Captain Diego de la Calona. 
This information is highly relevant, given that today we do 
not know much about these primitive sugar cane production 
units. Many history books and archaeological reports 
minimize the first 200 year of Cuban sugar production, 

mentioning only cunyayas2 and trapiches3, 
and leading to misconceptions of existing skills 
and technical capacity. Diaz’s report describes 
how De la Calona’s Ingenio Yaguajay included 
a large house featuring a sideboard, table, 
chairs, a closet and a large kitchen. It also 
had a chicken coop, three houses for slaves, a 
pump, a purging building, and a building for the 
distribution and drying of the sugar. The ingenio 
also was home to a black sugar master named 
Mateo Ambuica, 40; a black woman named 

Gracia Angola, 30, the mother of several children; and 
around 20 black slaves. The report describes the ingenio’s 
trapiche, with its corresponding three horizontal masses, 
two large copper pots, three trapiche arches of masses and 
226 recipes for making sugar. It also describes tools such 
as a saw, brush, and others for carpentrys; a blacksmith for 
horses and mules; plantations of banana and cassava, and 
three sugar cane fields. 

The variety of sugar cane grown in Yaguajay belongs to 
the species Saccharum officinarum L (criolla). It grows very 
well in humid subtropical climates and fertile soils, such as 
those of Yaguajay plains and hills. In order for sugar cane 
to grow, the land needs to be cleared, the soil needs to be 
prepared, and the plants need to be seeded and weeded. At 
the Ingenio Yaguajay, sugar cane was harvested with slaves 
who swung machetes, walking and working through razor-
sharp leaves and insects under the tropical sun. Once cut, the 
cane must be processed within 48 hours or its juice dries up. 

2Rustic lever for 

squeezing sugar cane. 

3Mill for extracting juice 

from sugar cane. It consists 

of a wooden structure 

where the center is made 

from three large, vertical, 

rotating cylinders.

INGENIO YAGUAJAY, 1645 
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While most slaves were occupied with this task (21 slaves), 
two of them, Mateo Ambuica and Gracia Angola, were 
specialized workers who had very specific tasks, and such 
workers usually received much better treatment. Actually, 
this early type of ingenio was considered to be outdated 
because it required a large labor force. 

By the end of the 18th century, as the sugar industry 
collapsed in Hispaniola following the 1790 Haitian 
Revolution, Cuban sugar was considered one of the most 
important commodities of the West Indies. Cuban sugar 
production received a major boost in the Havana region 
when the British occupied the city’s port in the summer of 
1762 and imported some 10,000 African slaves in a single 
year. Also, after the British Crown returned the port to Spain, 
a series of reforms in the Spanish colonial system began, 
under the Treaty of Paris in February 1763. Cuba became a 
kind of testing ground for the Bourbon reforms, especially 
during the reign of Carlos III (1759-1788). Havana’s Count 
O´Reilly recommended increasing the supply of workers and 
free trade between Cuba and other Caribbean islands, and 
in 1789, Arango y Parreño, an agent of Havana’s colonial 
government before the court, asked the Crown to liberalize 
the Cuban slave trade. These measures were implemented 
by a 1795 decree that ended the monopoly of the Port of 
Cadiz and the abolition of Cuban taxes on the import of 
slaves, events which marked the beginning of a very intense 
and contradictory relationship between Cuba and its sugar. 

However, the 18th century proved not to be a good one 
for Yaguajay, as sugar production did not expand in the same 
way as it had in Cuba’s western region. Only two ingenios 
were reported in Yaguajay in the 18th century. The first, built 
in 1723 in Yagüey, was known as the Trapiche/Ingenio San 
Miguel de la Bermeja. The owner was Andrés Rodríguez 
and Bonifacia Guijarro, according to the 1748 testimony of 
Andrés Rodriguez. A second ingenio was set up in the area 
of Seibabo around 1791. Some authors consider the latter 
to be the region’s first ingenio in technical terms, and it was 
owned by Maria Eulalia de Loyola Monteagudo, widow of 
Santiago Rodríguez. 

YAGUAJAY MILLS IN THE 18TH CENTURY
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4 Caballería (“Horses”is 

a unit of agrarian 

land measurement.  

Yaguajay sugar production during this time depended 
on immense expanses of virgin territory encompassing 
new, fertile lands where more cane could be obtained with 
fewer hands through a rustic but economic and profitable 
method. The mills were established in areas where most of 
the best timber had been cut down to build ships for Spain’s 
Royal Armada, and in fact were located on land suitable for 
growing sugar cane, as described by José Ricardo O´Farrill. 
Both of the ingenios described above were located on land 
with black, loose, light topsoil and a yellowish clay that lay 
at a depth of about a meter. Coffee-colored, or brownish or 
iron colored topsoil was also located in the area. 

These ingenios must been closer in size to those described 
by José Ricardo O´Farrill in the Patriotic Society of Havana in 

1793 and Juan José Díaz de Espada in 1804. Their 
prototype was an ingenio on 30 caballerías4 of 
land worked by 50 to 100 black slaves, 20 to 
40 pairs of oxen, 20 to 30 mules and 5 to 10 
boilers, and producing 5,000-10,000 arrobas a 

year. They also may have been involved in both legal and 
illegal production and exportation of sugar involving slave 
traders and merchants from the North American colonies. 

The 19th century in Yaguajay is one of the best examples 
of the relationship between slavery, economic liberalism and 
the Industrial Revolution’s early mechanization. The spread 
of sugar cultivation to the plains and heights of the northern 
region of the former province of Las Villas, the territories of 
Yaguajay, is also symbolic of the landscape’s transformation 
from the beginning of the Steam Age. By the early 1840s, 
sugar was being processed at ten ingenios on Yaguajay-
Mayajigua plains, in addition to other types of agricultural 
production, such as livestock farms (potreros), tobacco and 
cacao plantations, and small farms (sitios). The land was 
thought to be extraordinarily fertile, especially for sugar 
cane, which grew at dizzying levels, producing high yields. 

The lack of a good transportation infrastructure was 
a major obstacle to the expansion of the sugar cane 
industry. For Yaguajay area, the proximity of the northern 
coast influenced the establishment of plantations and the 

THE 19TH CENTURY: THE GOLDEN AGE 
OF YAGUAJAY SUGAR 
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building of new ingenios (the Trapiche La Confronta, Ingenio 
Soberano, Ingenio Claudio, Ingenio Dolores, Ingenio Santa 
Catalina, Ingenio Oceano, Ingenio Santa Rosa, Ingenio 
Rosa María, Ingenio Luciana and Ingenio Caguanes), but 
as the coastal strip became crowded and the railroad made 
its appearance, new farms and ingenios began to be built 
farther away (Ingenio Belencita, Ingenio Noriega, Ingenio 
Aurora, Ingenio Encarnación, Ingenio Urbaza, Ingenio 
Centeno, Ingenio San Antonio, Ingenio Los Roques, Ingenio 
Marianita and Ingenio Itabo). In a way, the railroad was the 
primary element in the early days of the Industrial Revolution 
in Yaguajay region. It completely transformed Yaguajay 
Valley and production conditions. 

The north coast of Las Villas hosted two small and two larger 
railroad companies from 1851-1860. One of the larger rail 
lines linked Caibarien and Remedios in 1851, later continuing 
west to Taguayabón. Although the port of Caibarien is located 
only 37 kilometers from the city of Yaguajay, the Caibarien-
Remedios railroad company never expanded east. This forced 
Yaguajay’s ingenio owners to build and invest in their own 
small rail lines. The first extended south from the Ensenada 
de Yaguajay-Playa Carbó-Ingenio Santa Catalina to Ingenio 
Noriega in 1859. This first line grew and by the turn of the 
century became the Compañía de Ferrocarriles de Yaguajay. 
It connected the north coast —the Embarcaderos de Carbó 
(“Docks of Carbó”) and Embarcadero de Yaguajay-Noriega— 
to five ingenios: the Santa Catalina, Encarnación, Noriega, 
Claudio and Itabo. And its southern lines reached the Sierra 
de Matahambre mountains and Bamburanao. Furthermore, 
between 1860-1870, several ingenios in the area, such as La 
Confronta, Soberano, Oceano, Luciana, Santa Rosa and Rosa 
María, built their own circuits, connecting their mills to their 
own docks along the long line of the Bay of Buenavista, on 
Yaguajay’s northern coast. These rail lines were even more 
important because of a lack of rivers in Yaguajay region and a 
tendency for flooding in the area during the rainy season. The 
construction of portable and private railways allowed for the 
harvest and transport of sugar cane in these swampy areas 
(at the Ingenio Luciana, Ingenio Santa Rosa, Ingenio Claudio 
and Ingenio Centeno).

THE EARLY RAILROADS OF YAGUAJAY
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The 1850s sugar boom in Yaguajay reached its peak during 
Cuba’s Ten Year War. In the 1860s, a notable difference in the 
growth and development of sugar plantations developed, and 
the first crisis was experienced by growers who were unable 
to make the technology leap or whose soil did not have 
exceptional fertility. In the 1860s, the jurisdiction of Remedios, 
which included all of Yaguajay municipality, had 44 ingenios, 
27 of them steam-powered. Their average land size was 
53.9 caballerias, 8.4 of which were planted with sugar cane, 
producing 2,696 crates and 22,583 casks. By looking at the 
1877 statistics, we find that the jurisdiction had 38 ingenios, 
15 of them in Camajuaní, and 12 in Yaguajay-Mayajigua. In 
Yaguajay the average land size increased by 30 caballerías, 
with 50 percent of the land planted with sugar cane. 

Of the twelve ingenios in Yaguajay when the Ten Year War 
ended in 1878, those with the most sugar cane fields relative 
to their total area were Santa Catalina, with 26 caballerías out 
of 44.5, and Oceano, with 32 of 46. In Belencita (28/124), 
Soberano (15/55), Urbaza (7.5/79), Encarnación (10/80), Aurora 
(9/78.5), Marianita (5/85), and Luciana (9/144) the cultivated 
areas were significantly less. No figures were available for the 
remaining ingenios: Noriega, San Antonio, and Rosa María. 

Also, significant changes took place in the demographics and 
landscape of Yaguajay between 1860 and 1880. According to 
demographic figures, in 1860, Yaguajay’s ingenios were home 
to a total African slave population of approximately 1,500:  
Ingenio Soberano (150 African slaves), Ingenio Belencita (323 
African slaves), Ingenio Encarnación (60 African slaves), Ingenio 
Santa Catalina (89 African slaves), Ingenio Oceano (153 African 
slaves), Ingenio Aurora (50 African slaves), Ingenio Marianita 
(60 African slaves), Ingenio Urbaza (40 African slaves) and 
Ingenio Luciana (35 African slaves). However, after 1860 and 
especially after the abolition of slavery in 1886, the failure to 
promote white colonization  obliged the owners of Yaguajay’s 
ingenios to import workers from China and other Asian 
countries to replace their slave labor. By 1859, about 50,000 
Chinese immigrants had arrived in Cuba, almost exclusively in 
the territory spanning Las Villas to Pinar del Rio. Three years 
later, the Chinese population increased to 900,000. In 1873 
there were 1,322 free Chinese, and in 1879 their numbers were 

THE IMPACT OF THE TEN YEAR WAR  
ON YAGUAJAY SUGAR INDUSTRY
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reported as follows: 1,018 in Camajuaní, 500 in Remedios, 
449 in Yaguajay, 311 in Taguayabón, 305 in Gueiba, 228 in 
Caibarién and 225 in Guaracabulla, in a jurisdiction with a total 
population of  49,000. 

The satisfactory results of this new source of diligent 
workers (known in Cuba as Culi, culí or coolie) converted the 
southern provinces of China into a new geography for human 
trafficking not much different from the former African slave 
trade. From an economic standpoint, these Chinese workers 
became the first viable alternative to African slaves for 
Yaguajay plantations. One example of the impact of Chinese 
and other Asian workers in Yaguajay was the expansion of the 
railroad from the Noriega Ingenio to the Noriega dock and 
anchorage. It was built in 1860 using 120 Chinese workers. 
Also, by 1877, more than one-third of the workers at the 
Ingenio Santa Catalina were Chinese. The economic advantage 
of using Chinese labor derived from their exploitation. Taking 
advantage of the extremely low living standards in China, 
Yaguajay contractors subjected these workers to conditions 
that white workers refused to accept. 

By the 1880s, the lumber industry had become intense in 
Yaguajay, and was associated with the clearing of woodlands 
for expanding sugar plantations and the sugar industry. This 
process in Yaguajay was perhaps more pronounced than in 
other town in the province of Las Villas, and even in Cuba as 
a whole. Yaguajay was mentioned in newspaper reports of 
the time as an example to follow. 

In the last third of the 19th century, 
Yaguajay experienced a technical 
and organizational transformation 
knows as the concentration and 
centralization of the sugar industry. 
During this time some of the main 
reformist aspirations began to take 
shape, promoting the abandonment 
of slavery-based production systems 

by separating the agricultural and manufacturing sectors of 
agroindustry. This produced the central, a new type of sugar 

THE TRANSITION FROM INGENIO TO 
CENTRAL5 AND THE TRANSFORMATION 

OF YAGUAJAY’S LANDSCAPE

5 The term “central” 

comes into use with the 

vacuum evaporators and 

centrifuges that made 

large-scale industry 

possible. A process of 

concentration occurs that 

is accelerated with the use 

of the railroad. This new 

type of industry was called 

“ingenio central,” or simply 

central, or refinery center.
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production complex set amid vast sugar cane plantations that, 
unlike before, were not all necessarily owned by the same 
person.

Different factors contributed to the centralization of sugar 
production in Yaguajay plains. While the Ten Year War (1868-
78) had a direct impact, destroying some sugar plantations, 
a larger number of ingenios in Yaguajay survived. Only 
four ingenios in Yaguajay directly suffered the impact of 
the Ten Year War: the Constancia, Urbaza, Marianita and 
Encarnación. 

During the late 19th century, certain transformations 
occurred in Yaguajay that defined technical and 
organizational aspects of the sugar industry and modified 
the region’s social structure. Technology changed for 
Yaguajay´s railroads, mainly in track improvement (from iron 
rails to steel surface rails) and in the capacity of locomotives 
(new, much heavier and faster locomotives), allowing sugar 
mills to increase freight moved without having to increase 
the number of trains. Yet another factor in the panorama 
of the technological evolution of Yaguajay’s railroads was 
the use of coal instead of firewood as fuel. Furthermore, 
because Yaguajay’s sugar plantations and ingenios were 
not as damaged by the Ten Year War, they were able to 
resume sugar production as soon as the conflict was over. 
After a long process of mergers and acquisition, by 1890-
1900 the Central Vitoria, formerly the Ingenio Noriega, 
had incorporated the following five ingenios: the Claudio,  
Betoña, Encarnación, Santa Catalina and Luciana. Another 
central, the Narcisa, formerly the Ingenio Belencita, became 
the owner of five more ingenios: the Soberano, Dolores, 

Central Narcisa, later named  
the Obdulio Morales
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Central Vitoria, later the Simón Bolívar 

Oceano, Marianita and Aurora. During this merger and 
acquisition process, the old ingenios, with less technical 
development, were acquired and absorbed by the more 
highly developed ingenios, which were more attractive 
for investment -—the Ingenio Belencita, renamed Central 
Narcisa, and Ingenio Noriega, renamed Central Vitoria. This 
main objective of this acquisition process was to increase 
sugar cane plantation areas. 

The principal backdrop for the sugar industry’s 
concentration and centralization between 1878 and 1898 
was the entry of the U.S. market, a flow of investment 
related to increasing mechanization, and the expansion of 
the railroad. These factors were more important than any 
direct consequences of the 1895-1989 Independence War. 
The total number of ingenios dropped at the same time as 
total production rose. Other signs of change included an 
increase in centrifugal refining and the shipment of sugar 
in bags. 

The development of the mechanized ingenio largely 
marked the end of the sugar industry’s itinerant character. 
It doubled industrial yields, improved quality, and separated 
the agricultural and refining sectors. And this signaled 
the birth of the large sugar mill complex, or central. The 
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industrial modernization of sugar production in Yaguajay 
was accompanied by a greater concentration of exports 
to the U.S. market. Unlike the increase in sugar production 
from 1840 to 1880, the increase in sugar production in 
the late 19th and early 20th century was caused by the 
greater production capacity of the new centrales (Vitoria 
and Narcisa) and the disappearance of farms that were less 
technologically advanced. While the average land area of an 
ingenio previously was a little larger than 40 caballerías, half 
of it planted with sugar cane, by the end of 1890s Yaguajay 
centrales (Vitoria and Narcisa) required about 150 caballerías 
of cane fields. 

Between 1898 and 1900, the municipality of Yaguajay 
had seven ingenios/centrales and two colonias. Its land 
included 160 cultivated caballerías (or 7.5% of the total 
municipal area), 363.5 caballerías of forestland (16.4%), 
1,092 caballerías of livestock farms (48.8%) and 620 
caballerías classified as unproductive (cays and mangrove, 
27.7%). The 1895-1898 war did not cause significant 
damage to sugarcane plantations, although the municipality 
was directly involved in the war.

With the implacable logic of capitalism and new 
technical innovations, the appearance of the Narcisa and 

Central Vitoria, later the Simón Bolívar 
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Vitoria centrales, with their higher levels of efficiency and 
profitability, meant that many small producers inevitably 
disappeared. Their deteriorated steam-powered machinery 
and obsolete Jamaica trains meant they were unable to 
produce sugar of sufficient quality or at a low enough cost to 
meet market requirements. The Vitoria and Narcisa centrales 
extracted twice as much sugar from their raw materials as 
the old ingenios. It proved feasible to pay the ingenio cane 
growers the equivalent of what they would have earned 
milling their cane in their own antiquated mills. This meant 
the new larger mills received nearly all the cane planted near 
them. Ceding to the laws of economics, many individuals 
abandoned their proud status as sugar mill owners and 
became colonos, or small scale sugarcane growers. Many 
farmers that had never grown sugar cane also joined the 
rank of colonos during this period. 

Yaguajay was home to the renowned industrial chemist 
Doctor Constantino Bourbaki. Bourbaki began working as a 
Maestro de Azúcar (sugar master) at the Narcisa central in 
the late 19th century, and quickly became the country’s top 
expert. 

From 1897 to 1898, Cuban insurgent troops led by 
independence leader Máximo Gómez Baez were based 
near the Narcisa, operating there for more than a year. 
Also, General Carillo’s insurgent troops operated in the 
area between 1895 and 1898. Spanish troops under the 
command of General Valeriano Weyler and Cuban insurgent 
troops clashed several times in the municipality. Two of the 
most important declarations of Cuba’s Independence War 
were decreed and signed in Yaguajay in late 1898, by order 
of General Gómez: The Proclamation of Narcisa, and the 
Proclamation of Yaguajay.

Unlike late 19th century sugar production and railroad 
development in Yaguajay, when the capital invested was 
intertwined in a symbiotic relationship, in the 20th century, 
the two sectors became reorganized and separated. The 
birth of the centrales helped centralize sugar production and 
at the same time accelerated a growing monopoly of public 
service rail lines, leading to increased business autonomy in 

YAGUAJAY PROCLAMATION AND  
THE U.S. MARKET 
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those sectors and an ostensible loss of the personal element. 
In the 19th century, the boards of directors of both sugar mills 
and railroad lines were occupied by the same people. In the 
20th century, this dynamic was replaced by the anonymity 
of corporations more in line with imperialist penetration 
and monopoly capitalism than the old rules of Spanish 
reign. However, as Yaguajay economy grew, the railroads 
became dependent on the sugar industry and agriculture. 
Transportation needs in sugar production and export led 
to the establishment of new railroads and the extension 
of tracks belonging to the old ingenios. In nearly perfect 
synchronicity, the sugar market had always stimulated 
Yaguajay’s sugar industry, and now it did the same for the 
railroads. 

A monument to Máximo Gómez in Yaguajay
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In 1913, only two centrales (Vitoria and Narcisa) 
remained in the neighborhoods of Yaguajay. Vitoria 
was owned by the widow of Juan Paulo Ruíz de Gámiz, 
419 of them planted with sugar cane of the “Cristalina” 
variety cultivated by 29 small farmers, or colonos. 
It also included 130 caballerías in woodlands, 80 in 
pasture, and 213 not specified. The Vitoria had 72 km of 
narrow gauge railroad in public service, 300 cars, and  
9 locomotives. During this year, 1913, the total weight of 
sugar cane milled by the Vitoria was 22,270,036 arrobas, 
with an average of 57,000 arrobas per caballería. In 
comparison, the Narcisa that year had 600 caballerías, 
including 420 in sugar cane and 80 in woodland. Its average 
yield was 42,000 arrobas per caballería. 

As the sugar industry grew in Yaguajay in the early 20th 
century, a number of companies were created that produced 
sugar derivatives. One of these was the Don Alberto rum 
distillery (Cia. Destilería de Yaguajay), which produced 20,000 
liters of rum every 24 hours. This distillery was located in the 
town of Narcisa. Also, beginning in 1900 both the Vitoria 
and the Narcisa centrales provided electricity to towns via 
their steam-driven generators.

In the first two decades of the 20th century, the demands 
of the U.S. sugar market and World War I resulted in an 
almost continuous rise in Yaguajay sugar production. The 
war immediately stimulated sugar production and a hike in 
prices. These changes led Cuban and foreign capitalists to 
build new sugar mills and to reactivate and modernize old 
ones. A total of nearly 30 centrales were built and went 
into production from 1914 to 1920 throughout the island, 
and one of these was in Yaguajay (the Nela, in 1915). In just 
few years, Yaguajay considerably increased its proportional 
weight in the nation’s sugar industry, becoming one of the 
biggest producers in the region. From 1900 to 1915, the 
Narcisa central was the largest sugar producer in Cuba. 

Without question, the vast plains and valley of Yaguajay, 
north of the Bamburanao mountains and northwest of Las 
Villas, was the best area for new sugar production facilities 
and therefore for rail expansion. The railroad owners had 
noticed Yaguajay’s economic potential and several had 
taken steps to preserve their rights to lay tracks.  To make 
the endeavor even more appealing, in 1912 the Cuban  
government offered to provide a subsidy of 6,000 pesos 



LA PICADORA: People and Nature in a Rural Cuban Community32

per kilometer of track for any company that would build 
a railroad between Caibarién, Yaguajay and Nuevitas. The 
North America Sugar company, which owned the Narcisa 
central, was one of the companies interested in part of 
that rail line. The company built 24 kilometers of track from 
Yaguajay to Caibarién and also was authorized to extend its 
lines to the east, to link Yaguajay with Moron. The Cuban 
Central Railroads company also wanted to handle the project 
but did not made any great outlay. 

The community of La Picadora is located at the intersection 
of the Bamburanao-La Canoa hills and Yaguajay northeast 
coastal plain. The La Picadora plains have very fertile black, 
loose, light topsoil that has been key to sugarcane plantations 
and farming since the mid-19th century. Farmers in La 
Picadora began growing sugar cane as early as 1858, selling 
it to the Ingenio Rosa Maria, and in the 20th century, to the 
Nela and Narcisa centrales. The Rosa Maria was founded 
by a Cuban physician, Eduarto Echarte, in January 1858. By 
the turn of the century, it was co-owned by another doctor, 
Manuel Peláez Laredo. He was the father of a famous Cuban 
avant-garde painter, Amelia Peláez del Casal. For his part, 
Echarte was known in Cuba for his important contribution to 
the foundation of the first Medical Society of Cuba, in 1879, 
serving as its first vice secretary. 

The Rosa Maria was in operation until 1898, when 
it suffered serious damage during the last year of the 
Independence War, and Echarte sold the land and what 
remained of the ingenio to a physician from the United 
States, Dr. James Warner. The new owner and his wife, 
Lee, lived in the area until 1915, when they sold the Rosa 
Maria and its land to a Cuban civil engineer, Patricio Suarez 
Cordovés. That same year, Cordovés built a new, modern 
central, the Nela, on the grounds of the Rosa Maria. 

From the 19th century through the late 20th century, the 
hills of La Picadora and Las Llanadas played a crucial role in 
the manufacture of quicklime, using lime kilns in the nearby 
community of La Picadora. Still today, high-quality lime 
kilns are located in the area. Quicklime is made by heating 

LA PICADORA, A YAGUAJAY SUGAR CANE 
PLANTATION AND A VERY IMPORTANT CENTER  
OF QUICKLIME MANUFACTURING
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Map of Yaguajay showing three sugar mills and 
La Picadora. After the 1959 Revolution, the names 

of Yaguajay´s sugar mills were changed: the Nela 
became Aracelio Iglesias, the Vitoria became Simón 

Bolivar, and the Narcisa became Obdulio Morales.

pieces of limestone at a very high temperature, about  
800 Co, releasing the carbon dioxide and producing calcium 
oxide, which is quicklime, in a process called calcination. 
When carried out correctly, the pieces of quicklime that 
remain are about the same size as the original pieces of 
limestone but much less dense as a consequence of removing 
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the carbon dioxide. When a carefully measured amount of 
water is added to quicklime, a strong exothermal chemical 
reaction ensues, resulting in a dry, fine white powder known 
as hydrated lime or lime hydrate. If too much water is added, 
the lime is said to have been slaked, and the outcome is 
slurry or a hydrated lime paste. 

Both quicklime and hydrated lime have been used widely 
in Yaguajay region for various purposes. In the 19th century, 
they were used as a lime mortar for housing construction, 
and as a wash for painting interior and exterior walls. In fact, 
during that time, farm leases often required the use of both of 
these materials. On sugarcane plantations, hydrated lime was 
sprinkled on acidic soil, reducing acidity and improving soil 
structure. In the early 20th century, when the Narcisa, Vitoria 
and Nela centrales were reactivated, quicklime and hydrated 
lime were used extensively as lime mortar, to make a paste 
used as “Portland cement.” For the last 200 years, however, 
quicklime from La Picadora has been most important as a 
sugar clarifier. Sugarcane juice quickly turns dark in color 
after extraction because some of its components oxidize, and 
special quicklime treatment makes it more marketable.

While most of Yaguajay economy shrank dramatically with 
the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1989, sugar producers 
attempted to maintain their production. This proved 
to be wasteful for several reasons that were economic, 
administrative, and political. 

The municipality of Yaguajay, like all of Cuba, faced 
increasing economic stagnation in the early 1990s. In 
response, the national government implemented reforms 
during this period, known as the “Special Period in Peace 
Time,” focused particularly on opening up the country to 
tourism. Sugar mills were progressively closed in Yaguajay 
region from 1995 to 2003, replaced by hundreds of tourist 
installations on the cay off its north coast. By the year 2000, 
tourism had replaced sugar as the main industry in Yaguajay 
area, concentrated in municipalities of Caibarién and Moron. 
All sugar production came to a halt by 2003, when all three 
of the region’s centrales were shut down and their rail lines 
and machinery components were stripped and sold as raw 
materials to China.  

YAGUAJAY SUGAR TODAY
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Outside the tourist areas, Yaguajay economy faltered. The 
decision to shut down Yaguajay’s sugar industry so quickly, 
resulting in lay-offs for the majority of the municipality’s 
residents, is still a source of regret and sadness among its 
inhabitants today. Studies remain to be done to determine 
the impact of the mill shutdowns on the communities 
of the municipality. Sugar has been part of people’s lives 
throughout the region’s history; the industry’s history has 
been intertwined with that of the region’s since Cuba was 
a Spanish colony. After independence, the sugar industry 
continued to grow, and when Cuba —and Yaguajay— 
became closer to the Soviet Union, so did its sugar. When 
Yaguajay’s economy in general collapsed in 1990, sugar 
took the biggest hit. 

Central Nela, later the Aracelio Iglesias
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The La Picadora community is located at 79°5’ 52’’ W and 
22° 14’ 12’’ N, in the Cuban province of Sancti Spíritus, 3.5 
kilometers from the town of Mayajigua and 22 kilometers 
from the county seat of Yaguajay. Its name, La Picadora,  
comes from “picar,” or “to cut,” refering to the extensive 
limestone extraction in the region between 1930 and 1960. 
The community comprises 227 inhabitants and 88 homes.

The territory has a long and narrow shape, spanning two 
kilometers from north to south and four from east to west. 
It has eight small reservoirs of water, three streams, and 
several drinking-water wells for domestic use and irrigation. 
Its main source of income is agricultural production, but it 
has other resources as well, such as various types of clay and 
stone, and a variety of flora and fauna.

Construction of the road that runs between Mayajigua 
and Yaguajay began before 1950, using significant amounts 
of manual labor and local stones. The work ended in 1952, 
and included completed bridges and drains, with roads from 
La Picadora to Mayajigua and Perea. This work was funded 
by Walter del Río, who placed a barrier at the start of the La 
Picadora-Perea road to collect tolls and fund future repairs. 
Walter later sold his farm to Alfredo Guerra, who continued 
investing.

At that time, Evelio Díaz, manager of certain Guerra family 
properties, extracted marble near the Piedra China area.  It was 
taken by truck to La Picadora, where it was then processed.
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The inhabitants of the area comprised various families, 
dominated by the Darias and Carrasco families. A member of 
the Carrasco family owned a shop that was later acquired by 
José Gil, who transformed it gradually until it became what it 
is today, a community store. Other families, specifically with 
the surnames Pérez and Sánchez, worked on land belonging 
to Doctor Germán Valdés Jiménez, a small plantation owner.

José Gil prospered economically, and owned a shop, a 
stone mill, and a block factory. This enabled him to open 
a gas station and the community’s first power plant. In 
addition, he dug a water well and a gravity-based water 
distribution system, still in use today.

Local traditions include community dances in Mayajigua 
and San José del Lago, and at the La Picadora store, where 
the Víctor Parrado Orchestra used to play on New Year’s Eve. 
Community social life comprised other activities, including 
afternoon story-telling and even funerals. 

Under the tyrannical regime of President Fulgencio Batista 
Zaldívar, a series of events sparked rebelliousness: the 
assault on the Moncada barracks in 1953, the landing of the 
Granma yacht in 1956, the assault on the Presidential Palace 
(now the Museum of the Revolution) in 1957, and the armed 
struggle in the Sierra Maestra mountains and in the cities, 
including the student revolutionary movement.  Throughout 
the Yaguajay area, people joined a guerilla movement led by 
Commander Félix Torres González of the Popular Socialist 
Party (PSP). In the plains and hills of La Picadora, a small 
unit operated, led by Captain Tomás Cortés Santos and 
composed of his sons Víctor and Santiago Cortés Pérez, 
along with Raúl Rivero Rodríguez, Osneldo Andrés García 
Díaz, and other local inhabitants.

A key episode in the history of Cuba and these lands in 
particular was the invasion of the Antonio Maceo Column 
under the command of Commander Camilo Cienfuegos, 
which included the Máximo Gómez Guerilla Detachment, led 
by Félix Torres. The assault on Yaguajay military encampment 
located 22 kilometers from La Picadora was a significant 
event, liberating the last military stronghold of Batista’s army 
in central Cuba.

When the Revolution triumphed in 1959, and the 
revolutionary government passed the Agrarian Reform Law 
on May 17 of the same year, all tenant farmers became 
landowners and small farmers, who subsequently joined the 
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National Association of Small Farmers (ANAP). Locally, these 
included the Peñate, Gil, Aquino, Sánchez, Carrasco, Bernal, 
Armas, García, Quinteros, and Cortés families.

During the 1960s, when enemy subversion intensified 
against social change in Cuba, the counter-revolution 
organized and armed the bands of men that had formed in 
the hills near La Picadora. Some members of the Gil family 
conspired with them, for which they were sentenced to prison 

A large stone, a symbol of La Picadora, representing its identity. 
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and their assets were expropriated.  They later immigrated 
to the United States. To combat counter-revolutionary bands 
in the area, various neighbors joined the fight, including 
José María Padrón Palmero and Manuel Solís Díaz, today 
considered martyrs of the homeland. A monument to them 
stands in Las Llanadas.

In the early years of the Revolution, two literacy teachers 
came to the community from Santa Clara, Mirian Milián and 
Zenaida Sánchez, and taught members of the community 
to read and write. Later they opened two schools: the Abel 
Roig in El Chorrerón and the Joaquín Paneca in Agua Santa.

On March 14, 1978, the Baraguá Centennial Agricultural 
Production Cooperative (CPA) was established with Alberto 
Pérez Nereo as its first president. Other farmers and their 
families joined Pérez Nereo, providing land and farming 
equipment, and created the community recreation center, 
known as the Worker’s Social Circle, and also a dining area, 
machinery shop, rice mill, and farmhouses built of wood 
and tile.

The CPA progressed economically through sugarcane 
production. Benefits included access to low-interest credit, 
acquisition of consumer goods and production machinery, 
formation of dairy farms and self-sufficient food systems. 
Near the town of Mayajigua, the possibility of building 
houses became a reality; they were made out of block walls 
covered with reinforced concrete.

A remarkable exodus to the city took place and the 
countryside became deserted. The lack of electrical service 
and the CPA’s location close to the town of Mayajigua 
contributed to the exodus. This allows us to understand why 
the Worker’s Social Circle, rice mill, machine shop, dining 
area, office and worker-farmer school closed down. The 
community had already lost its stone mill, block factory and 
gas station.

In 1976, Cuba´s form of government changed, and the 
national, provincial, and municipal assemblies of People’s 
Power, a parliamentary system, were created. The first two 
municipal assembly delegates from La Picadora focused 
their efforts on bringing electricity to the community. This 
was finally accomplished in 1993, with the participation of 
villagers and a state brigade.

After being elected delegate, Idel Ramos Leon successfully 
rebuilt the community store and improved its food supplies. 
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With popular support, he also rebuilt the Worker’s Social 
Circle on the ruins of the old block factory. In 1989, a 
family doctor’s office was set up in the house of community 
member Emeregildo Rodríguez Cortés. Later, it was moved 
to the former location of the butcher shop, next to the store, 
and the doctor moved in to his new housing, the upstairs 
room of the community’s only house of reinforced concrete-
covered masonry. A solar panel was installed to provide 
electricity. 

With the support of neighbors and a municipal 
government allocation of the necessary material resources, 
several more projects were carried out, including a clinic and 
housing for the family doctor and family nurse.  The Worker’s 
Social Circle was reinforced with steel rails, cement, steel 
rods and covered with asbestos cement, with a contribution 
from the state food distribution company (Acopio). The road 
connecting La Picadora to Las Llanadas was repaired, as 
were the roads connecting it to Chorrerón and Agua Santa.

In the 1990s, a cultural promoter and a technician from 
the National Institute of Sports and Recreation (INDER) 
began working in the community, and they still do. Landline 
telephones were installed in seven homes, and a public 
phone in the area of Agua Santa. New and modern electrical 
appliances, cookware, and light bulbs were provided by 
the state. The pharmacy was moved to the premises of the 
former butcher shop, by means of an agreement between 
the Public Health department and the state food distribution 
company. A new well and turbine began supplying the 
community with water. 

View of the community recreation center.
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The La Picadora elementary school was moved to 
Mayajigua, because the town had more inhabitants. 
Parents provided transportation to the school for their 
children in a horse-drawn cart. Since 2011, local workshops 
in archaeology and paleontology have been held twice 
yearly. Specialists involved in these workshops are provided 
accommodations in community homes. 

Everything achieved in La Picadora has been possible 
thanks to the unity among its families, their sense of 
belonging, solidarity and accumulated knowledge. The 
available resources also have made this possible: fertile land 
in the hands of the farmers, wells for irrigation, endemic 
plants, archaeological and paleontological sites, rich flora 
and fauna, various types of clay, limestone, varieties of soil, 
and both flat and mountainous terrain. 

In 1993, neighborhood commissions were created. The 
abovementioned actions constitute the background of the 
program “Realizing Dreams,” which defines the main steps 
planned to achieve success in community work. The program 
is divided into the following six groups, depending on the 
problems and strengths of a town and its inhabitants:

• Environment: responsible for the protection 
and care of the environment, and to do that, 
measures to manage and protect the area’s 
flora, fauna and natural resources. Educational 
projects are organized to raise awareness about 
these issues. 
• Housing: members of this group have experience 
with construction, and work on improving the 

A house in La Picadora 
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state of houses, waste treatment, sanitation, 
drinking water, gardening, and painting. 
• Agriculture: this group carries out different 
projects to diversify agriculture and increase 
productivity.
• Human Care, Health and Gender: this group 
pays attention to health and social problems 
affecting the inhabitants. 
• Culture and Recreation: responsible for 
organizing social, cultural, and sports activities, 
and encouraging artistic creation. 
• Scientific vocation and knowledge 
management: the purpose of this group is to 
ensure the self-improvement of the population 

House with arched roof, built with bricks produced 
in the community.
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through the acquisition of new knowledge and 
technologies.

In a diagnosis of the community, strengths and weaknesses 
were defined:

Strengths:

• Political will of government authorities to 
undertake local development. 
• Economic, political and social structures 
facilitate community work. 
• Installed electrical capacity with voltage of 
110 V and 220 V. 
• Experience with results in community work. 
• Great sense of belonging, friendship, solidarity 
and hospitality of the people. 
• Natural resources such as fertile land, 
limestone, clay varieties, archaeological and 
paleontological sites, among others. 
• Ecological treatment for soil remediation. 
• Variety of species of flora and fauna, some 
endemic to the area. 
• Environmental conservation. 
• Access roads in good condition. 
• Fiber optic cable planned, although not yet 
installed. 

Titi building furniture for the community



History, Families, and Community Work in La Picadora, Yaguajay,... 45

• Experience in local knowledge management. 
• Educational level of technical personnel at 
the secondary and university levels. 
• Trained individuals that carry out various 
types of duties. 

Weaknesses:

• There is no for cable land line telephone. 
• Lack of three-phase voltage. 
• The population is small. 
• Transportation is scarce. 
• There are few houses built of masonry and 
covered with reinforced concrete. 
• Lack of water due to prolonged drought. 
• The need to introduce new crops and 
harvesting technologies. 
• Loss of the practice of food preservation. 

Community work in La Picadora has allowed for various 
social, cultural and educational transformations. This has 
been possible thanks to cohesion and solidarity among the 
people and families of this community.

Family of Titi and Ester, community leaders
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OVERVIEW OF THE 
HEALTHCARE SITUATION 

IN LA PICADORA AND 
NEARBY COMMUNITIES

BY IBREINYS GONZÁLEZ DENIS, 
ESTER DENIS PÉREZ, AND 

VANESSA VÁZQUEZ SÁNCHEZ
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In Cuba, healthcare is provided on three levels. At the first 
level, primary healthcare comprises family doctors and family 
nurses, who provide services to an average of 120 families 
(about 500-600 people) in every neighborhood. At the 
secondary level, polyclinics provide comprehensive health 
services in communities, where they carry out preventive care 
for people covered by several family doctor’s and nurse’s 
offices. At these clinics, services include high technology, 
physical therapy, laboratory analyses, and consults with 
doctors, including specialists. At the tertiary level are the 
country’s hospitals, which are more specialized and provide 
a diversity of services, all free of charge. All three levels are 
articulated, and the healthcare system functions equally in 
urban and rural areas. 

La Picadora did not have its own doctor living in town 
until 1989. This doctor lived and practiced in the home of 
a campesino family. Subsequently, he moved his office to 
a space near the town store, and continued living in the 
campesino family’s home. In the 1990s, the government 
allocated construction materials, and in 1999, local residents 
built a home for the doctor with an adjoining family doctor’s 
office. The family nurse’s home was built in 2004, although 
family nurse services had existed since the 1990s. At that 
time, doctors who worked in La Picadora were not from 
the area; they were individuals who were fulfilling their 
post-graduation rural medical service. The first doctor from 
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the community earned his medical degree in 2017, and is 
currently providing services in La Picadora and at a family 
doctor’s office in nearby Mayajigua. The polyclinic and 
dentist’s offices where La Picadora residents receive services 
are located three kilometers away, and the closest hospital 
is 22 kilometers away, in the municipal capital of Yaguajay, 
where patients have access to hemodialysis, a maternity 
home, a maternity ward, and others. Municipal ambulance 
services also reach rural communities. 

The La Picadora family doctor’s office serves residents of 
other nearby communities, for a total of 498 people from 184 
families. Its staff includes a doctor, a nurse and an assistant, 
who serve the communities of Agua Santa, La Picadora, 
Aguada and Máximo Gómez. In early 2019, this population 
included two babies younger than one, and three pregnant 
women, as well as 169 people over the age of 60, of whom 
68 live alone. In general, it is an aging population. Older 
adults who live alone and have no family members nearby 
can register to live at a state-run home for older adults in 
Mayajigua. If they do not wish to do so, they can receive 
visits from the State’s family services department (Servicio de 
Atencion a las Familias), which provides them with food at 
subsidized prices. 

As part of the community work carried out by La Picadora 
residents who have organized into groups, one group 
oversees the areas of human services, health, and gender, 
emphasizing the main problems that affect locals. One 
member of this group is a worker with the National Institute 
of Sports and Recreation, INDER, who in coordination with 
the family doctor’s office, runs a senior citizen’s social circle 
that includes organized exercises. 

Health problems that affect the community include 
alcoholism and smoking. According to statistics, the above-
mentioned population of 498 includes 17 alcoholics, 22 at 
risk of alcoholism, and 112 smokers. The most prevalent 
chronic disease is high blood pressure, which affects 147 
people, while 63 people report asthma and 50, diabetes. 
In addition, a high risk of leptospirosis exists, given that 
campesinos work in rice fields without adequate use of 
protective gear such as gloves and rubber boots. Rats 
carrying that disease are known to frequent places such as 
those fields. For that reason, the family doctor’s office carries 
out a preventive quarterly vaccine campaign. 
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La Picadora´s rural pharmacy was built in 2008, on the 
site of the first family doctor’s office. Along with prescription 
medications, the traditional use of natural medicine 
continues. Common names of the most commonly used 
plants and their uses are: albahaca morada (purple basil), 
for diabetes and high blood pressure; hinojo (fennel) and 
caisimón de anís  (piper auritum) for the stomach and 
digestive problems; romerillo (rosemary) for the throat; 
guava leaves for skin lesions; the tua tua for inflammation; 
yamagua for preventing hemorrhaging, tilo (lime blossom) 
tea as a sedative; novatropin (the nickname for a plant) 
for the stomach; tamarind rind for the liver; aloe vera for 
skin problems such as burns, ulcers, abscess, as well as 
digestive problems, hemorrhoids, acne, bronchitis, gingivitis, 
and inflammation; pasiflora (passion flower) as a sedative 
and in homeopathy; caña santa (lemongrass) for cough 
and high blood pressure; garlic guinea weed for joint 
pain and sinusitis; bitter orange and lemon for high blood 
pressure; garlic as an anti-inflammatory, for circulation and 
rheumatism; coastal hibiscus for asthma; honey for throat, 
stomach and ulcers; green plantain for diarrhea; onion for 
cough and asthma; mint for cough and cold; almond tree 
leaves as an anti-inflammatory and for mouth problems, and 
others. In addition to being part of folk knowledge, these 
plants are also recommended by the family doctor. The La 
Picadora family doctor’s office features a bulletin board 
with information about natural medicine and these plants, 
and the family nurse has a master’s degree in natural and 
traditional medicine. 

A view of products in the local pharmacy
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Ibreinys González, one of the authors of this article, lives 
in the community and is a fifth-year medical student. She 
attends classes at the Camilo Cienfuegos Provincial Hospital, 
associated with the Faustino Perez Faculty of Medical 
Sciences in Sancti Spíritus. La Picadora has welcomed U.S. 
university students interested in the topic of rural health, and 
they have discussed issues such as medical school in Cuba, 
the health system, and professional practice. Two health 
workers who live in the community – a nurse and a physical 
therapist – participated in health cooperation in Venezuela 
for several years. The therapist now works in the Mayajigua 
polyclinic’s physical therapy ward. 

Tourism also has impacted community health in various 
ways: donations of medicine, first aid kits, books and 
documentaries on medical issues  and also influence on 
changes in the way people eat. For example, local residents 
are consuming more vegetables, fish and herbal teas than 
they used to, which has led to an improved food culture 
among the local population and a better quality of life. Visits 
by doctors and nurses from France, as well as academic 
exchange, has enriched local knowledge about health 
issues. Meanwhile, in Mayajigua, a doctor provides services 
for foreign visitors, and health tourism is being promoted at 
the Hotel San José del Lago de Mayajigua, three kilometers 
from the community, based on the medicinal properties of 
the local lagoons. Some of the hotel’s guests visit La Picadora 
for meals, and the physical therapist who works at the hotel 
also offers massage and rehabilitation services to tourists 
who visit La Picadora. 

A stretcher, oxygen, and other medical supplies in  
the La Picadora family doctor´s office
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Titi in the family doctor´s office

La Picadora family doctor chats with 
U.S. students
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PHOTOGRAPHY AND 
LOCAL CULTURE

BY JOSÉ VÁZQUEZ RODRÍGUEZ
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It is unusual to go on an expedition in Cuba and take 
pictures of what I consider “the heart and soul” of our 
country: its campesinos. Photographers Julio Larramendi 
from Cuba and George “Chip” Cooper from the United 
States, accompanied by Jorge Foyo and this writer, arrived 
totally exhausted at La Picadora one sweltering midday. Our 
goal was to photograph the community and its inhabitants. I 
had enjoyed the hospitality of Esther and José Ángel, known 
to all as “Titi,” on a previous visit, and knew the place was 
adequate as the basis for our photography project, due to 
the local landscape and the human story of this small place 
that has so much to show. 

The first surprise: nervousness was palpable in the air, 
something rare in this haven of peace. The reason? The 
tireless Esther was about to fly on an airplane for the first 
time in her life.  She was headed to Murcia, Spain, to receive 
training in agrotourism in order to promote it in La Picadora. 
That photography session was unforgettable, particularly 
watching people attend a farewell party for Esther as a show 
of affection. 

Despite her absence, the treatment we received was 
such that we were highly satisfied and very impressed with 
the community. Our work required photographs, visits to 
spectacular places, and, above all, much human warmth, 
providing balance during the three days of our stay. Thanks 
to Titi, we were able to portray elements of different types of 
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Justino Castillo Arzola, 74-year-old local poet,  
reciting a decima and recording himself. 

La Picadora store and market
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work related to Cuban agriculture and livestock that we had 
not found during the rest of our yearlong journey in the rest 
of the country: the threshing of corn, the milking of buffalos, 
construction of rustic fences, sugar cane harvested by hand, 
lime kilns, and especially the faces of humble, kind, and 
willing people who face their daily difficulties with a smile.

In the introduction to his book Campesinos: Inside the 
soul of Cuba/ Dentro del Alma de Cuba, Chip Cooper 
writes, “For reasons of space, I cannot go on about a story 
that spans more than two years and 10,000 miles. I am 
forced to cite just one example of the kindness I received 
from all campesinos throughout Cuba: that example of 
humility, kindness, simplicity and honesty is called Titi. His 
concept of family, leadership in the community, willingness 
to share what he has, and the joy of living, have impacted 
me forever.”

In La Picadora, it is the vision of the beneficiaries of 
its community project that influences local culture. This 
description is reflected in the work of a local elderly poet 
and the accompaying photographs.

In time, La Picadora’s dreams were realized
Thirty years it had waited;

A store with charm, a circle for the community,  
a butcher’s shop

A pharmacy, an aqueduct and doctor’s office-
So much joy for so little territory.

The ranch and the cabin for agrotourism
Adorned by the foliage of the mountain

The useful land is explored in an exceptional feat,
As archaeologists came to our land

Our homes, our hospitality and a guide were given.
With each new development in La Picadora

Improvement, with support, is easily seen
Building with bricks we manufactured ourselves 

Through hard labors
But we have not taken a penny from others.
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USE OF STONE AND CLAY
BY ALEXANDER VALDIVIA LARA
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In La Picadora, there has always been a tradition of 
extracting limestone to build walls, foundations, perimeter 
fences, and water tanks. A small stone mill produced 
materials to build roads from the community to the towns 
of Mayajigua and Perea. Later, a new production mill was 
installed to produce sandy clay and gravel, leading to the 
creation of a block factory that no longer exists. 

In the late 20th century, the main source of employment in 
the community was sugarcane agriculture. However, when 
the sugar mills closed in 2003, villagers had to seek new 
alternatives for livelihood and employment. This, coupled 
with the poor conditions of local homes, motivated residents 
to recover old machinery from the abandoned sugar mills 
and mount a brick-making production line. 

In the municipality of Yaguajay, several types of clay can 
be found, given its many sources of karstic rock. In the hills 
known as Lomas de la Canoa and in the Sierra de Jatibonico 
mountains, limestone predominates, and in the region 
descending from these heights towards the plains, these 
mineral deposits can be found with peculiar characteristics. 

Local residents make bricks with resources from the 
surrounding environment. When they first began, samples 
of the three types of existing clay were gathered (red, white, 
and sandy), and different combinations were tried until 
an ideal mixture was obtained. The baked bricks and clay 
samples were taken to the School of Civil Construction of 
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the Martha Abreu Central University of Las Villas, where 
their quality was certified. Today, this same mixture is used 
to make clay pots for plants and other handcrafts as well as 
bricks.

Machinery for producing clay bricks

Preparing a limestone oven



Use of Stone and Clay 59

When delving into local history, the people of La Picadora 
found that in the last century, some residents earned a living 
by manually extracting stones for construction materials and 
artisanal hydrated lime. In the 1950s, stones were processed 
in the heart of the community, in a small mill. All that is left 
of it today is the concrete structure where it once stood, and 
where blocks were made from the dust of ground limestone.

Residents decided to resume stone extraction and lime 
manufacturing, along with the multiple applications of lime: 
stabilizing the pH of soils and clays, sanitizing hog and cattle 
farms and installations, creating paint for houses and mortar 
for construction, and controlling moisture levels in grain 
warehouses.

In the community, stone and clay are used to solve local 
problems. This contributes to creating jobs and improving 
the environment. Lime kilns are scattered throughout La 
Picadora and Las Llanadas. Environmental damage control 
is built in to the production process through reforestation to 
mitigate the use of timber to fire the kilns. The exploitation of 
these resources is not intensive and industrial processes are 
performed on a small scale.  All of these forms of production 
have the legal backing of local agricultural cooperatives.
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ANIMAL HUSBANDRY 
AND AGRICULTURE

BY ODALIS SÁNCHEZ AGUDÍN 
AND LISVANY PÉREZ PÉREZ
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From the introduction of sugar cane cultivation in the 
late 19th century until the year 2003, the gramineous grass 
plantation system was used throughout the region. Teams 
of oxen were used to transport sugar cane in carts until 
1970, when mechanization was introduced. Cattle raising 
activity was essential to meet two major needs: oxen as 
work animals and cow’s milk for human consumption. In the 
campesino diet, cow’s milk has traditionally been consumed 
for breakfast.

The presence of cattle, both for reproduction and dairy 
production, was traditionally widespread. Each family had at 
least one milking cow and a pair of oxen or more, according 
to their finances and the size of their land. Goats (Capra 
hircus) abounded in the hills, and sheep (Ovis aries) in the 
plains, but in smaller numbers. Meanwhile, horses (Equus 
caballus) were and continue to be used for working the 
fields and for providing transportation. Some are raised in 
pastures, but most are kept in corrals.

During the years of sugar cane cultivation, few farmers 
engaged in rabbit husbandry (Oryctolagus cuniculus), but 
today this practice has increased. A priority was placed on 
animals that were easier to raise, such as the “creole pig” 
(Sus scrofa). Three basic methods are used to raise this type 
of pig: they run loose in large numbers in pastures, are kept 
tied up, or are enclosed in wooden pens with thatched roofs 
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and fed royal palm berries and maize (Zea mays), to fatten 
them up quickly and well.

Other farmers who were not involved in the sugar 
industry were engaged in growing various crops and in bee-
keeping, breeding bees (Apis melifera), and marketing the 
honey to sell to other residents of the community and to the 
state agricultural distribution organization. Currently, honey 
producers continue to keep their hives, but on a smaller scale, 
and they are introducing local bees, known as “meliponas,” 
which are considered to have better characteristics. 

Cattle in the community Rabbits are raised, too.

Bee-keeping is a new economic activity in the community.
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Diversification of the sugar industry brought with it a 
new practice: using honey, alone or mixed with sugar cane 
husks and shoots, as cattle feed. In the case of pigs, one  
alternative is the whey left over from cheese manufacturing 
in powdered form, known as torula yeast, or torulín, as it is 
called in liquid form. 

 In the 1990s, the fall in sugar prices on the international 
market, the closure of Yaguajay sugar mills, and the introduction 
of high-impact economic reforms led to changes in the way 
animals were raised in the community. The land formerly used 
to grow sugar cane was now cultivated with a diversity of crops, 
as well as livestock and forestry. More people raised cattle as 
breeders, work animals, and sources of beef, in addition to raising 
cows for milk production. Of the community’s 45 landholding 
families, 30 have cows for household milk consumption, three 
produce for the local market and for regional industry, and two 
breed and fatten bulls. 

More people are raising smaller livestock and using 
new methods. For example, three pig farmers have rebuilt 
their pigsties with improved conditions, and feed their 
pigs a mixture of 70% corn, soybean (Glycine max) and 
wheat germ oil (Triticum vulgare), and 30% crop waste. 
Eight farmers who are members of the Manuel Montaña 
Credits and Services Cooperative (CCS), along with the local 
Agricultural Production Cooperative (CPA), have taken up 
extensive creole pig husbandry, and they have used royal 
palm (Roystonea regia), corn and other grains as a basic 
food base. Local farmers are interested in increasing their 
work with this breed because of its resistance to disease and 
its tasty meat. The disadvantage of raising creole pigs is that 
their growth and fattening period is longer, although that is 
set off by their demanding diet.

While more people are raising sheep, fewer are raising 
goats, which are less domestic and tend to damage crops. 
Many people do keep fowl in corrals, including chickens 
(Gallus gallus), which are the most common; ducks (Cairina 
moschata); turkey (Meleagris gallopavo); and guinea fowl 
(Numida meleagris).

After sugar mills in the area closed, people changed their 
agricultural practices, including in livestock. Currently, many 
combine the cultivation of diverse crops with the livestock 
and poultry industry, and the basic objective is to grow food 
for domestic consumption.
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FLORA AND FAUNA IN 
THE NATURAL FORREST 

SURROUNDING LA 
PICADORA 

BY ARMANDO FALCÓN MÉNDEZ  
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La Picadora is located at the foot of a group of limestone 
hills, La Canoa, where a particular flora abounds due to the 
influence of the limestone, and they are distinguished by the 
presence of endemic species. The mix of mogote (residual 
hill) vegetation here is different from the western Cuban 
province of Pinar del Río, for example (Castañeda, 1999).

Phytogeographical characteristics, together with the karst 
geomorphology of the landscape of this altitude, have provided 
conditions for a specialized vegetation with a rich floristic 
diversity, grouped into three natural vegetation formations: a 
mix of mogote vegetation; typical semi-deciduous, mesophyll 
forest; and gallery forest; as well as two anthropic formations: 
secondary forest and secondary shrub. 

The eminently karst topography and the vegetation found 
in this region offer shelter and food to a diversity of fauna. 
Invertebrates are represented by 262 species, with insects 
being the most numerous groups with 203 species; and 
mollusks, with 35 species. Among the vertebrates, the most 
significant groups are birds, with 87 species; followed by 
reptiles with 22, mammals with 13, and amphibians with 6. 

The area chosen for study is located in the central portion 
of the La Canoa hills, where there is an important reservoir 
of central Cuban biodiversity and the Buenavista Biosphere 
Reserve, with its preserved rugged terrain, featuring a 
predomination of lapies and dogtooth.



LA PICADORA: People and Nature in a Rural Cuban Community66

In the study of flora, a total of 454 species of vascular 
plants have been identified, grouped into 342 genera and 
95 families. The most-represented families are Orchidaceae 
with 31 species; Fabaceae, with 28; Euphorbiaceae, with 
23; Rubiaceae, with 20; Asteraceae, with 16; Mimosaceae, 
with 13; Bromeliaceae and Malvaceae, with 12; Poaceae 
and Boraginaceae, with 11; and Bignoniaceae, Sapindaceae 
and Solanaceae, with 10 species, respectively. The genera 
that represent a greater number of species are Tillandsia, 
with eight species; Solanum, with six; Casearia, Cordia, 
Ficus, Ipomoea, Passiflora and Senna, with five; while 
Adiantum, Cissus, Encyclia, Eugenia and Philodendron are 
each represented by four species.

FLORA AND NATURAL VEGETATION IN 
THE WOODS NEAR LA PICADORA

Cliffs of Agua Santa or La Vigía, where mogote 
vegetation grows.
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The following text describes these different natural 
vegetation formations, starting with the mix of mogote 
vegetation. A classic example can be found south of La 
Picadora in the Sagüense district, represented by the cliffs of 
Agua Santa or La Vigía, which extend further east, reaching 
the cliffs of La Chucha cave. 

This mix of vegetation is partly made up of a semi-
deciduous, mesophyll forest, at the base  anof the hills and 
their gentler slopes. It reaches a height of 8 to 14 meters, 
with two arboreal strata, and portions of up to 18 meters. 
In the upper arboreal strata, Albizia saman (carob), Ceiba 
pentandra (kapok), and Roystonea regia (royal palm) are 
present; while the lower layer is formed mainly by Guarea 
guidonia (yamagua), Zanthoxylum martinicense (white 
prickly ash), Nectandra coriacea (lancewood), Adelia ricinella 
(wild lime) and Oxandra lanceolata (black lancewood), 
among other species.

The shrub layer is dense and rich in species, formed by 
Picramnia pentandra (Florida bitterbush), Erythroxylum 
havanense (Erythroxylaceae), Casearia aculeata (Cockspur), 
Casearia spinescens (jía prieta) and Croton lucidus (cuaba 
de ingenio). There are few herbaceous plants, mainly Lasiacis 
divaricata (tibisee). In wetter areas, depending on the rocks, 
various species of ferns grow. The most abundant lianas (vines) 
are woody vines, and sometimes they are connected with 
the shrub layer. Epiphytes are not very well represented; they 
include various twisted air plants of the genera Tillandsia and 
Hohenbergia. Others that can be found here are Rhipsalis 
cassutha (mistletoe cactus) and orchids: Encyclia fucata (wild 
orchid) and Prosthechea cochleata (clamshell orchid). 

In higher areas, where the steepness of the slopes is greater 
and rendzina soil predominates in the substratum, a change 
is found in the floristic and physiognomic composition of the 
forest. Here, species reach six to eight meters, with the most 
prevalent being Celtis trinervia (Cannabaceae), Calycophyllum 
candidissimum (dagame), Adelia ricinella (wild lime), Oxandra 
lanceolata (blacklancewood), Cordia gerascanthus (Spanish 
elm), Citharexylum fruticosum (fiddlewood), Ceiba pentandra 
(kapok), Colubrina arborescens (greenheart), Ficus laevigata 
(wild canyon tree), Jacaranda coerulea (boxwood), Plumeria 
obtusa (Singapore graveyard flower), Gossypiospermum 
praecox (barberry) and Cordia collococca (red manjack).
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Along the thick walls and steep peaks of Agua Santa and 
La Vigía, to the La Chucha cave, and in areas where there 
is a harsh, weathered limestone surface without much 
ground surface, such as Piedra China and La Casimba in 
Las Llanadas, a low and open forest develops, with trees 
up to six meters high and a dense shrub layer. In the tree 
layer we find Ateleia apetala (legume), Celtis trinervia 
(Cannabaceae), Citharexylum fruticosum (fiddlewood), Ficus 
laevigata (wild canyon tree), Gaussia spirituana (sierra palm), 
Gerascanthus gerascanthoides (varies), Gymnanthes lucida 
(shiny oysterwood), Guapira discolor (blolly), Hebestigma 
cubense (false locust), and Plumeria sp (frangipani). The shrub 
layer is dominated by Capparis flexuosa (bay-leaved caper 
tree), Erythroxylum havanense (Erythroxylaceae), Bernardia 
corensis (Euphorbiaceae), Exostema caribaeum (Caribbean 
princewood), Comocladia dentata (toothed maidenplum) 
and Pilosocereus robini (robin tree cactus). The herbaceous 
layer is almost absent. 

This stratum is characterized by vines, such as 
Acacia tenuifolia (tocino), Chiococca alba (snowberry), 
Philodendron lacerum (macusey macho), P. consanguineum 
(macusey female), and Smilax havanensis (prickly vine), as 
well as epiphytes, such as bromeliads (twisted air plants), 
Hohembergia penduliflora, and several from the Tillandsia 
genus. 

The mesophilic semi-deciduous forest is present on the 
rolling hillside at the base of its steep peaks and in the flat 
or wavy areas of the mountains. This vegetation reaches a 
height of 12 to 15 meters, with two arboreal strata, and 
some outliers reach up to 18 meters. In the upper arboreal 
strata are found Ceiba pentandra (kapok), Cedrela odorata 
(Cuban cedar), Samanea saman (rain tree), Spondias mombin 
(yellow mombin), Dripetes alba (wood) and Calycophyllum 
candidissimum (dagame); while the lower layer is formed 
by Celtis trinervia (guasiriano), Cecropia schreberiana 
(pumpwood), Dendropanax arboreus (angelica tree), Cordia 
gerascanthus (Spanish elm), Guarea guidonia (yamagua 
tree), Nectandra coriacea (lancewood), Oxandra lanceolata 
(blacklancewood), Trichilia hirta (broomstick), Hebestigma 
cubense (false locust), Zanthoxylum elephantiasis (West 
Indies satinwod), among others. 

The shrub layer is formed by various species that generally 
reach one to four meters: Alibertia edulis (marmelada), 
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Faramea occidentales (false coffee), and, in a greater 
number, Erythroxylum havanense (Erythroxylaceae). The 
herbaceous layer is not very abundant, although there are 
some species, such as tibisee, Lasiacis divaricata, Olyra 
latifolia, Oplismenus setarius, and others. This stratum is 
characterized by various lianas (vines), some woody and 
others succulent, such as macusey and vanilla. Epiphytes 
are represented mainly by orchids and twisted air plans. 

The gallery forest is found along the corridors of the 
few streams that cross the area we are studying. The most 
important is the riparian forest along the La Vigía stream, 
which brings its waters from south of the mountains and 
forms a karst canyon as it emerges from the hills of the 
Agua Santa and La Vigía peaks.  In the locations where this 
vegetal formation is most preserved are two plant layers 12 
to 14 meters high, with outliers between 17 and 18 meters.  
This is where the most shade-intolerant tree species of the 
surrounding vegetation can be found, such as Roystonea 
regia (royal palm), Ficus sp. (figs), Pseudolmedia spuria 
(mulberry), Trophis racemosa (white ramoon), Spondias 
mombin (yellow mombin), Licaria jamaicensis (levisa), and 
others. 

Plains near La Picadora
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In the Piedra China locality, a population of the Gaussia 
palm genus was found in 1990. The study of the palm 
revealed the presence of a new species for science: the 
Gaussia spirituana, or sierra palm, endemic to the La Canoa 
Hills and the Sierra de Jatibonico (Moya et. al., 1991). 

This palm considerably enriches the vegetal diversity of 
the area. In subsequent research, this author, along with 
collaborators from the region, found more populations of 
Gaussia spirituana (sierra palm), with varying degrees of 
representation according to the quantity of individuals. The 
new locations are: from the thick walls and steep peaks of 
Agua Santa and La Vigía to the La Chucha cave; the Taita 
cave; Alunao, and the small La Mina mogote, where the 
westernmost palm population is found. The range of this 
species is unique to the steep peaks and vegetation at the 
top of the mogotes, so its area of occupancy is confined to 
this plant formation. The different stages of the life cycle 
of this taxon manifest an equilibrium, with the presence of 
seedlings, saplings and mature specimens. 

Piedra China, where the new species Gaussia  
spirituana was discovered
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WILDLIFE THAT TAKES REFUGE IN 
FORESTS NEAR LA PICADORA 

Among the wildlife, it is birds that stand out for their 
abundance and diversity, and they can be seen inside the 
dense forest, or in the ecotones or open areas where the 
campesinos’ farming, livestock and groves are located. 

The most representative bird species within forested areas 
are Priotelus temnurus (Cuban trogon), Todus multicolor 
(Cuban tody), Contopus caribaeus (Cuban pewee), 
Glaucidium siju (Cuban pygmy owl), Gymnoglaux lawrencii 
(bare-legged owl); the doves Starnoenas cyanocephala 
(blue-headed quail dove), Geotrygon montana (ruddy 
quail dove), Patagioenas leucocephala (white-crowned 
pigeon), Patagioenas squamosa (scaly-naped pigeon); and 
Turdus plumbeus (red-legged thrush), Saurothera merlini 
(great lizard cuckoo), Xiphidiopicus percussus (Cuban 
green woodpecker), Melanerpes superciliaris (West Indian 
woodpecker), Spindalis zena (western spindalis), among 
others. In the cleared areas, the most common birds are 
Chlorostilbon ricordii (Cuban emerald), Crotophaga ani 
(smooth-billed ani), Divesatro violaceus (Cuban blackbird); 
the doves Columbina passerina (common ground dove), 
Zenaida asiatica (white-winged dove) and Zenaida 
macroura (mourning dove); and Mimus polyglottos 
(northern mockingbird), Tiaris olivaceus (yellow-faced 
grassquit), among others. 

The most common and abundant reptile species are 
iguanian lizards of the anoles genus, and these include various 
charismatic species, such as Anolis lucius (cave anole), Anolis 
equestris (knight anole) and Anolis jubar yaguajayensis 
(Yaguajay cubitas anole).  The latter is endemic to the mountain 
range northeast of Las Villas and the Piedra Keys. The most 
abundant snakes are the Chilabothrus angulifer (Cuban boa), 
the Cubophis canthrigerus (jubo) and Tropidophis melanurus 
(dusky dwarf boa). The Trachemys decussata (Cuban slider) 
turtle is very common in bodies of water. Indigenous and 
endemic mammals are represented by bats, which find refuge 
in various hollows and caves, particularly in La Chucha, home to 
11 species, in which there is a thermal trap where Phyllonycteris 
poeyi (Cuban flower bat) lives; while Artibeus jamaicensis 
(Jamaican fruit bat) is the main species that spreads the seeds 
of wild berries in the forest.
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Two mammals endemic to Cuba, very popular and well 
known by the people, find food in the forests near La 
Picadora. They are the Capromys pilorides (Cuban hutia) 
and Mysateles prehensilis (prehensile-tailed hutia). The 
Cuban hutia is mainly found in the crevices and small caves 
of limestone rocks  in the forests. The rockiness factor is 
essential for the survival of the species, which is adapted to 
these ecosystems for shelter against possible predators. The 
“monkey” hutia, or carabalí, takes shelter and reproduces 
inside the holes of the trunks of stocky trees, or the thick 
bush formed in the tops of some trees. 

The flora and fauna found in natural areas near the 
community are identified by the presentation of three 
natural vegetation formations: a mix of mogote vegetation; 
typical semi-deciduous, mesophilic forest; and gallery forest, 
where 454 plant species have been identified. These forests 
provide shelter and food to a great many species of wildlife, 
especially native and endemic species.

Crested lizard of Yaguajay (Anolis jubar 
yahuajayensis), endemic to the mountain range 
northeast of Las Villas and the Piedra Keys
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Cuban Hutia, which abounds in the región
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LANDSCAPES OF LA 
PICADORA’S SOUTHERN 

PIEDMONT: IMPACTS 
OF HUMAN ECONOMIC 

FOOTPRINTS ON THE 
ECOSYSTEM 

BY JOSÉ ÁNGEL RODRÍGUEZ SÁNCHEZ



Landscapes of La Picadora’s Southern Piedmont: Impacts of human economic ... 75

Historically, residents of La Picadora have been devoted 
mostly to agriculture, even though some of them are 
knowledgeable about and engage in other productive 
practices within the nation’s economy. 

In the piedmont areas of La Picadora, where karst is 
predominant, representing 60 percent of its geological 
make-up, people have been practicing agriculture since at 
least the 1870s. According to their particular activity, they 
have used the ecosystem to their advantage and have also 
intervened in it, transforming it to adapt it to their work. 
Thus, a two-way interaction has taken place, impacting flora 
and fauna and changing the landscape. 

In the late 19th century, workers in this rural area were 
devoted to logging. These workers, along with local 
campesinos, worked for a large landholder who administered 
a lumber industry. 

The grandparents of residents who were born in the 
1950s used to say that there were so many trees that their 
tops intertwined, including the Yaití, Jiqui, Ébano Carbonero, 
Yaya bacana, and various types of cedar, Jagüey and many 
others. The area was so densely forested that you could 
walk for kilometers without being able to see the sky, as the 
elders told it. 

During the period of 1870-1930, very few roads existed, 
and in fact the town of Mayajigua was not yet connected 
by road to the city of Yaguajay. The main road at the time 
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was a dirt road known as the “camino real,” or “royal road,” 
farther north, used by Spanish troops in colonial times, 
and subsequently by locals. Sometimes travelers would fall 
victim to bandits who would hide in these remote, lonely 
mountains, where few people lived. 

For an idea of how dense the forests once were, we 
can look back at a historical event in 1870. A skirmish 
occurred between a Spanish military column and a group 
of pro-independence fighters, known as the Mambí, under 
the command of Maj. General Serafín Sánchez Valdivia, in 
the hilly region south of La Picadora, and a Mambí fighter 
was injured and became separated from his comrades. This 
soldier fell into a vertical cave, where he survived by eating 
insects. When his wounds healed, he came out of the cave 
but remained in hiding. He did not encounter another human 
being for 40 years. Finally, in 1910, a group of rural workers 
who had caught glimpses of a long-haired, bearded man in 
the mountains finally found him and took him to the town 
of Mayajigua. There, they were able to understand from the 
few words he was able to speak that he had relatives in 
the city of Remedios, where he later returned and spent the 
rest of his days. This is a true story, and the long-lost fighter 
became known as “The Long-haired Man from Mayajigua.” 

Using existing natural resources, in this case the forests, 
rural workers of the local large landholdings set up several 
timber processing areas, all with manual labor referred 
to as “splitting.” Later, these small processing areas were 
mechanized, and the splitting was done using a saw blade 
similar to those used today, but with a diameter of 1.5 
meters. 

The forests were cut down by brigades of workers who 
also built narrow roads by manually breaking and laying 
limestone rock from the piedmont to roll logs to processing 
areas. Sometimes this was done with animal traction, and 
later it was done with tractors. 

In the rainy season, rivers of water would run down the 
mountains, coursing through the canyons. Sinkholes formed 
in the porous limestone, filling up and providing fresh water 
for several months, causing the water table to remain high in 
the northern plains of the community throughout the year. 

The fauna that existed at the time lived naturally, drinking 
surface water, and during dry spells, water in flooded caves 
known locally as casimbas. This ensured their survival 
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until the next rainy season. Their food included fruits 
from  trees such as the carob (Fabaceae family), hog plum 
(Anacardiaceae family), guava (Psidium guajava), orange 
(Rutaceae family), and royal palm (Roystonea regia), along 
with naturally occurring grasses. 

In the early 20th century, immigrants from Galicia, Spain, 
brought with them the artisanal manufacture of lime. 
They cut down trees for firewood for the ovens used to 
heat the limestone they mined from the mountains. The 
technique consists of manually building vault-shaped ovens 
large enough to be constantly fed with firewood for 72 
hours, raising the temperature of the oven to more than 
800 degrees Celsius and cooking the stone into lime. This 
lime has been used for building houses, fighting pests in 
agriculture, stabilizing soil pH, providing hygiene, painting, 
and for trapping moisture in coffee warehouses in other 
regions.

In the southernmost piedmont, a railroad line was built, 
known as the “Northern Line Train.” It connected our region 
with western Cuba, and was used by landowners to transport 
slender logs for tobacco curing houses to Pinar del Río, where 

This road  cutting through the vegetation leads to 
the  limestone extraction site.
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that crop was being grown. Of course, this meant intensified 
logging of young trees in addition to older trees. As a result, 
the dense, leafy forest was cut down and could  not grow 
back. Deforestation was underway.

Limestone mining was not just for creating lime but also 
for using the stones themselves as building materials, and 
for this purpose, several stone mills were in operation by 
1930. In addition, large blocks of limestone were extracted 
and cut into tiles for building floors and walls. 

Extracting large blocks of stone from the mountains 
required the use of drills for laying explosives, and new roads 
for transport. Great blocks of limestone were loaded onto 
trucks using large wooden tripods and a rope-and-pulley 
system.

From 1870 to 1910 the exploitation of this area was 
so intense that workers began to unearth the remains of 
extinct animals in numerous sites, where they had been 
hidden for thousands of years. These include fossils found 
by campesinos who were searching for water in the Las 
Llanadas casimba on February 14, 1910.

We can see that several economic activities affected two 
of the area’s natural resources: the forest and the limestone. 
Human beings transformed nature through intense 
deforestation, reducing the number of flora and fauna 
species by exposing streams and other water reserves such 
as the casimbas, and exposing their refuges. Human beings 
used these natural resources without any type of rational or 
sustainable management.

While this was happening in the southern area of La 
Picadora, in the north the sugar industry had become 
established, first with primitive mills, or trapiches, and then 
with the large mill complexes known as centrales. 

In addition to the activities mentioned above, the 
campesinos and rural workers of the mountains also grew 
crops such as taro and other root vegetables. These mountain 
folk were easily identified when they traveled to the plains 
by their long, bouncing stride, like a person hopping from 
rock to rock. 

As sugar production became a very profitable enterprise, 
some landholders in mountain areas began planting sugar 
cane as well as coffee, in addition to their cattle raising 
activities. 
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Thus, three new economic activities were incorporated 
as earlier ones declined. Fewer trees were left to cut. The 
demand for lime dropped as cement and chemicals became 
available for agriculture and hygiene, and other, better-
quality quarries were found for mining rock for tiles and 
floors. As land was prepared for agriculture and cattle 
raising, deforestation continued, and brigades of workers 
made charcoal from felled timber that was unfit for milling. 

During this second stage of exploitation, which also lacked 
appropriate management, human beings not only exhausted 
existing resources but also transformed their environment 
to adapt it to new economic demands. At the same time, 
they passed on to other generations cultural traditions that 
still exist today, such as local names of trees —some gone, 
some still living— and how they are used, when and how 
they should be cut, and how they should be transported and 
milled. 

As sugar production grew, new roads were needed to 
move sugar cane from fields to mills. By 1930, the Nela-
Mayajigua-Picadora-Llanadas causeway had been built, 
a paved road for carrying sugar cane to the centrales and 
limestone to mills, and for expanding livestock production.

The site of a former stone mill.
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We should take into account all of this movement of land 
and rocks to build new roads; the fragmentation of forests 
that interrupted natural streams, causing either stagnation 
or drought on either side of the road; the constant burning 
of timber for charcoal; and the growing numbers of livestock 
for meat and milk. 

Because of deforestation, cattle ranchers were obliged 
to introduce new mountain grass for feed. However, as 
droughts became longer and small natural pools dried up 
quickly, landowners found a solution by building artificial 
reservoirs, fed by a network of iron pipes connected to a 
fast-flowing spring at the top of a local hill, Alta Vista. The 
water flowed downhill to La Picadora, powered only by 
gravity, at such a speed that the water churned milky white 
with bubbles. 

A small drainage area where a natural stream once 
flowed.

With all of these changes to the landscape, the most 
common sights were fenced pastures and corrals, cemented 
reservoirs, and water pipelines. The most common trees 
were carob, Guásima, Chote, and wild shrubs known as 
Almenoches. The trees that covered the sky disappeared, 
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and with them was lost a biological corridor for species of 
birds such as the Tocororo  (Priotelus temnurus), which then 
migrated to other, more densely forested mountain areas. 

The new cattle farmers began to burn vegetation extensively 
to control weeds in pastures during the dry months, but 
these fires also destroyed insects, microorganisms and the 
habitats of other species.

Prolonged droughts and short, intense rainy seasons 
caused the topsoil formed by the leaves of ancient forests 
to wash away. That ancient soil was gone, and the rains 
washed away stones and clay so quickly that the sinkholes 
did not accumulate water. Therefore, the water table in the 
plains and northern areas sank farther and farther from the 
surface. 

Given this water scarcity, in 1940, Galician workers 
employed by a landowner named Walter Del Rio manually 
dug a well 40 meters deep into one of the mountain 
paddocks. That well, which only held water during the 
spring months, still exists today.

Remnants of a cattle water trough
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Sugarcane activity in the mountain and piedmont areas 
came to an end by the 1950s due to a combination of 
drought and low yields, and was replaced entirely by cattle 
raising. Sugar cane growing moved to the northern plains, 
while cattle ranching dominated the south.

With the 1959 Revolution and the passing of the 1959 
Agrarian Reform Law, some landless campesinos became 
landowners themselves and others gained employment 
at state-run livestock enterprises. Although there was a 
change in land ownership, livestock activity continued to be 
managed without a sustainable approach. 

The new state dairy enterprises adopted new measures to 
increase milk production, organizing manual milking points 
in paddocks. Local residents would visit those points early 
in the morning to buy an assigned quota of milk at a very 
low price, and the remaining milk would be transported in 
canisters to be processed. 

The pastures were maintained by brigades of men who 
used machetes to hand-mow weeds in the springtime and set 
fires to burn them in the dry season. Soil in the area became 
exhausted to the point that the traditional grasslands and 
pastures were insufficient to feed cattle. 

A deep well, dug in hopes of finding water.
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During the sugarcane harvest, which coincided with 
the dry season, leftover pieces of cane used as feed were 
transported to  the southern paddocks in tractors and ox-
drawn carts. Sugarcane bagasse, the residuals left after the 
cane is mowed, was placed in cattle troughs as feed, mixed 
with molasses and minerals as supplements. 

Milk production increased and the landscape was 
transformed again, even its smells, because under the few 
remaining carob trees the fragrance of sweet molasses was 
stronger than wildflowers.

In the 1990s, the sugar industry declined along with the 
rest of the Cuban economy, as a result of the collapse of the 
socialist bloc, and cattle ranching went into a considerable 
depression.

To weather the crisis, the Cuban state decided to dismantle 
a number of sugar mills and use their machinery as a source 
of spare parts for mills that continued to operate. One of 
the demolished mills formerly received the sugar cane grown 
by local residents. As a result, large swaths of land were no 
longer used for sugar cane in the area, and were left vacant. 

A reorganization of the land was undertaken, and idle 
lands were distributed by the state for new production 
purposes. It was like a process in reverse, because people 
in the north began raising cattle where the sugar cane 
had been, and in the southern mountain areas, an intense 
reforestation effort was initiated.

For 27 years, reforestation crews planted a variety of trees, 
such as Welded, Teak, Bijauras and others, interspersed with 
other species that sprouted naturally. When the land was 
left without mowing or fire, little trees began growing into 
a forest once again, covering the pastures and hiding the 
cattle troughs and corrals. Birds who had migrated to other 
lands began to return. 

As part of the reforestation process, the government set 
up local schools in the countryside with dorms. In addition 
to classes, students worked in the fields, together with 
their teachers, local workers, and the new landholders of 
formerly idle lands. Over time, these young people formed 
new families and became part of the rural community, 
contributing to a rich cultural exchange. Plains dwellers 
no longer see themselves as different from the mountain 
dwellers. 
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Today, the region’s rural folk have returned to traditional 
production practices, such as lime manufacturing; reforestation 
using fruit, timber-yielding, coffee and endemic trees; and 
livestock activities, raising sheep, goats, fowl and cattle for 
meat and milk, but with a sustainable approach.  

Limestone is still manually extracted here today. 

Landscape of La Picadora



Landscapes of La Picadora’s Southern Piedmont: Impacts of human economic ... 85

To conclude, we may say that our environment is one 
where human beings have intervened in their environment, 
using it and transforming it, affecting its ecosystem, the 
habitats of all species, and the surrounding landscape. 

We believe that concerted efforts at reforestation and 
proper management practices can reduce the consequences 
of human effects on the environment, such as soil erosion, 
and shorter, more intense rainy seasons that have led to less 
water being supplied to the water table. 

Working under these premises means having knowledge 
and environmental awareness of the two-way relationship 
between human beings and the environment. This includes 
being aware of sustainable land management without 
destroying forests, and using endemic and other local plants 
and trees for feeding livestock, instead of industrial animal 
feed. It also means maintaining a balance between the number 
of animals and land use, and, in short, being aware of how 
the landscape is changing over time to assure the  existence of 
our forests and their habitats for generations to come.

CONCLUSIONS



LA PICADORA: People and Nature in a Rural Cuban Community86

LAS LLANADAS 
CASIMBA: HISTORY AND 

PALEONTOLOGICAL FINDINGS 
AT THE SITE 

BY CARLOS ARREDONDO ANTÚNEZ
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The word casimba, sometimes written as cacimba, 
according to the Small Illustrated Laroussse Dictionary 
(1974), is a hole dug into the earth to obtain drinking 
water. Geologists, paleontologists, and archaeologists 
frequently use this term in their field reports and specialized 
publications —if the characteristics of the terrain justify it, 
of course. In short, these professionals of the natural and 
human sciences use this term when they study extinct fauna 
or find archaeological evidence that has been preserved in 
natural cavities in the karst, or limestone region. 

Casimbas, due to their origins and structure, have sturdy 
walls and, in general, their funnel-like shape allows them to 
be easily filled with material and sediments that are dragged 
in by surrounding waters.  In this way, remains of animals 
that died nearby, such as the shells of mollusks, exoskeletons 
of different groups of invertebrates, and bones, primarily, of 
vertebrates, fill up the cavity (together with sediment). 

A casimba located in a flat region becomes a “trap from 
the past,” into which was dragged evidence that, once 
inside, can “adjust” to natural movements inside the cavity, 
but “cannot get out,” unless removed by an animal or 
human. 

Karst casimbas in Cuba and elsewhere in the world 
are very useful and important geographical accidents for 
geology and paleontology. The principal element researchers 
must take into account is not to alter the order of the layers 
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removed from a cavity, to be able to carefully record every 
detail with pinpoint accuracy. Once the evidence of each 
stratum or depth is removed, that information can never be 
recovered. In short, each stratum is a page of history of that 
place, and once altered, is impossible to reconstruct. 

Words like karst casimba, paleontology, extinct large 
mammals, Las Llanadas, and Carlos de la Huerta Torre are all 
inextricably linked to more than 100 years of natural science 
development in Cuba. 

On September 15, 1861, at the Royal Academy of Medical, 
Physical and Natural Sciences of Havana, Felipe Poey Aloy 
presented a description of a fossilized jaw of proportions 
never before seen in our country. Found in Baños de Ciego 
Montero, in Cienfuegos province, the jawbone and teeth 
astonished naturalists of the time. Poey, an eminent Cuban 
scholar, received the fossil as a gift from university student 
José Figueroa. A long history and interesting debates 
regarding the jawbone ended with a scientific description of 
the species it was finally attributed to, Megalocnus rodens 
leydi, in 1868. Its name pays tribute to mining engineer 
Manuel Fernández de Castro, who in 1864 termed it 
Megalocnus rodens. 

Karst formations typical to central Cuba. Their recesses hold 
evidence of our geological past.
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Years later, José Carbó facilitated communication between 
Carlos de la Torre and Justo Sansaricq, in Yaguajay. Sansaricq 
led De la Torre to a place in Mayajigua, which he describes 
in his book: “From where they had taken many of the bones 
I sought, the best of which had been collected by Captain 
Urrutia, to send to Havana” (Torre, C. de la, 1910). Sansaricq 
told De la Torre that the bones were extracted from various 
casimbas in the Jatibonico mountains. 

That same year, 1910, De La Torre described the group’s 
excitement at hearing about the fossil discovery. The 
expedition was led by a young member of the Socorro 
Pérez family who was familiar with the area, who took them 
down a path toward Las Llanadas. The expedition members 
observed lush vegetation everywhere as they hiked to a flat 
spot between the mountains, where they were received by 
Manuel Suárez, the owner of Las Llanadas. 

According to historical documents, Urrutia and his 
colleagues extracted two basketfuls of bones that Urrutia 
saved with the purpose of delivering them to Carlos de La 
Torre. However, this failed to happen because of Urrutia’s 
sudden death. Father Castillo, a priest from a church in Sancti 
Spíritus, also obtained fossil bones and teeth, which he gave 
to anthropologist Luis Montané and to Modesto del Valle. 

The path to the casimbas is increasingly difficult and 
dangerous as it goes along, given its sharp, pointed karst 
rocks combined with abundant vegetation. The site to be 
explored was at the bottom of a cliff with vertical walls 
approximately 15 meters high. At the bottom, a dark, thick, 
very humid sediment had accumulated, where the fossils 
lay. In this casimba, expeditionaries found the bones of 
Megalocnus rodens and Crocodilus rhombifer (then called 
Crocodilus pristinus). 

The mixture of bones, sediment, and everything that fell 
into the casimba was a setting similar to one that was found 
in the town of Baños de Ciego Montero. Moreover, in the 
casimbas of Malpáez in Sagua la Grande, Villa Clara province, 
described in 1910 by Carlos de la Torre in his writings, people 
had found fossils of Megalocnus and other species of the 
genera known as sloths, in addition to other pleistocene-
holocene vertebrate groups with similar characteristics 
(Izquierdo, et al., 2003; Arredondo and Villavicencio, 2006). 
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De la Torre noted that in Las Llanadas casimba, both 
Megalocnus and crocodile bones were found mixed, which 
led him to speculate that the Megalocnus (sloth) may have 
been prey to the crocodiles. In addition, a variety of bones, 
particularly their less sturdy parts, had imprints consistent 
with De la Torre’s hypothesis. Arredondo and Villavicencio 
(2006) found similar marks on the bones of adult and juvenile 
sloths that apparently were killed by crocodiles. 

A temporary coexistence is demonstrated between 
humans who arrived early in Cuba, about 6,000 years BP, 
and sloths, with chronological ages around 4,000 years 
BP, according to radiocarbon dating. This places humans 
and sloths in a possible coexistence of about 2,000 years. 
Considering this amount of time, it would have been almost 
impossible for some sort of physical encounter not to 
occur. Milton Pino, a prominent Cuban archaeologist, and 
researchers Carlos Arredondo and Raúl Villavicencio, have 
presented various taphonomic elements, which, according 
to their interpretations, are consistent with the temporal and 
spatial coexistence of humans and sloths. 

Montage of two photos, one of La Llanadas today, and one 
from 1910, showing the precise location of the explorers during 
excavation. Don Carlos de la Torre is third from left to right.
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Entrance to the Casimba Las Llanadas. 
Photo taken by Torre, C. de la, 1910

Another crucial element is the possible arrival of this 
large form of wildlife (sloths) from the American continent, 
using some kind of land connection. The paleontological 
and geological setting of Las Llanadas and other nearby 
areas was significant for the pronouncements and theories 
of paleontologists and geologists, based on the numerous 
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Fragments of skull and long bones of Megalocnus 
rodens. We can see the deep bite marks left by 
crocodiles.

The original jawbone that led to the discovery of a new species 
in Cuba: Megalocnus rodens (giant sloth).
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A Megalocnus rodens skeleton, on display in Cuba´s 
National Museum of Natural History.

bones obtained and comparative studies of vertebrate 
anatomy. Today, a widespread consensus exists that a large 
number of now-extinct mammal megafauna arrived in the 
Antilles region during the Miocene period by land from 
northern South America. This idea, first raised in the early 
20th century, turned out to be accurate.

In 1910, naturalists were already contemplating the idea 
of assembling a skeleton of the famous Megalocnus rodens. 
Much of the material had been collected in the Jatibonico 
casimba, but they were still missing bones from the cranial 
region. 
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In Part II of the publication of the Academy of Medical, 
Physical and Natural Sciences of Havana, Carlos de la Torre 
states that he kept his promise from months earlier regarding 
reconstruction of the Megalocnus rodens skeleton. About 
five expeditions to central Cuba were necessary to collect 
enough bones for the difficult task. It took 50 years between 
the time a jawbone was described and when the skeleton was 
actually assembled, making it an exceptional achievement. 

Between 1911 and 1918 numerous Megalocnus skeletal 
remains were collected. With the help of Carlos de la Torre, 
Barnum Brown of the American Museum of Natural History 
designed a strategic organizational plan to build the long-
awaited skeleton. It should be noted that not only were 
fossils obtained from Las Llanadas, but also from Remedios 
and Ciego Montero. This immense collection of bones 
allowed A. Hermann, a vertebrate paleontology laboratory 
technician at the American Museum of Natural History, to 
prepare the assembly of two skeletons, one in a walking 
position and the other partially leaning on a tree trunk. This 
montage was designed for the University of Havana, and 
today is on display in the Cuban National Museum of Natural 
History. 

In just four pages, Carlos de la Torre described the 
osteology of Megalocnus from fossils recovered in various 
casimbas, including Las Llanadas. He analyzed osseous 
elements of the jawbone, which allowed him to determine 
sex and age differentiation. Due to the importance of this 

Don Carlos de la Torre
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renowned researcher’s work, a commemorative plaque was 
placed at the site in 2010. 

In this historical summary, we note that exploration in the 
Sierra de Jatibonico and a sufficient number of fossil skeleton 
remains of extinct vertebrates found in local casimbas were 
the paleontological spark that opened up new horizons of 
very valuable interpretation for scientists in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries. Carlos de la Torre, Felipe Poey, and their 
successors planted the seeds of wisdom for interpreting the 
past.

Today new research is being carried out in Las Llanadas, 
led by specialists from Cuba’s National Museum of Natural 
History. Their findings will validate existing opinions and 
hypotheses, and lead to new interpretations about the 
region’s fauna and paleontological and geological past.

Plaque in honor of Carlos de la Torre y Huerta, 
located at the site of Las Llanadas.
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IDENTIFICATION OF 
ABORIGINAL REMAINS 

IN LA VIGÍA CAVE 
BY DODANY MACHADO MENDOZA
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In late 2013, during a visit to the University of Havana’s 
Montané Anthropological Museum, I had the opportunity 
to see and analyze bone and teeth fragments that local 
residents found in a small cave near the town of La Picadora. 
The pieces were very old and deteriorated, and they 
corresponded to individuals of small size, with wear on the 
teeth similar to that of indigenous people with an abrasive 
diet. By the time I made these first observations, we learned 
that members of the community possessed more remains. 
Due to this situation, I decided I needed to make a visit to 
the site where the bones were found, for further study and 
analysis.

On February 14, 2014, a special day for lovers of 
archaeology, we set out for La Picadora, where we were 
welcomed by community members and their leader, 
affectionately known as “Titi.” After introductions, we 
proceeded to see the remains that were found, and we 
confirmed what had been analyzed months before: they 
were possibly aboriginal remains.

The next day, we went to the discovery site, hoping to 
find more remains. We were a large entourage, united by our 
aim of sharing experiences and work methodologies. We all 
learned from each other —about the site, archaeology and 
nature.

La Vigía Cave is located in the cliffs of the same name. The 
mouth of the cave is located at coordinates N 22°16’871”, 
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Entrance to the La Vigía cave

Human remains in the ground in the La Vigía cave
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W 79°10’12.652”, facing northward on the ridge at 76 
meters above sea level and 11 kilometers from the coast.

The cave is difficult to access, and its space is rather small, 
not ideal for primary burials. According to the campesino 
who found the bones, they were located in a shallow hole 
near the cave walls. In a corner, we found fragments of long 
bones, in an area no larger than 40 cm in diameter, situated 
vertically, but not in an anatomical shape, which is classic of a 
multiple secondary burial. The bone material was transferred 
to La Picadora community to preserve, study, and add to 
its existing collection. We held an identification session in 
which various locals participated.

The first thing was to distinguish human and non-human 
bone remains, and then determine the number of individuals 
whose remains were found at the site. There were remains 
of all parts of the skeleton. After examining them in minute 
detail, we estimated at least nine individuals: six adults 
(including two who were very young, and one over 40 years 
old), one early adolescent (12-14), and two children: one 
around seven years old and another about three.

Archeological site in La Vigía cave, La Picadora
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The dental pieces provided the most information: the 
age of the younger children, clearly in a period of growth 
and development; the dental wear in adults; and the typical 
patterns of an abrasive diet, due to sand residue contained 
in mollusks, which cause gradual dental erosion. They also 
showed fractures produced by mechanical movement.

The long bones, although fragmented, provided evidence 
that these were individuals short in stature —less than 165 
centimeters— with some interesting taphonomic elements, 
like traces of rodent bites that prove that they have been 
exposed on the surface.

The presence of porotic hyperostosis was manifest, an 
indicator of non-specific health problems linked to  factors 
such as infectious diseases, a diet low in meat protein, the 
presence of philates in corn that inhibit absorption and, 
finally, the presence of parasites in the body (Chiavazza 
and Mansegosa, 2008). This paleopathology is common in 
aboriginal populations.

The experience of the study of human identification and 
the connection of locals to our archaeological work was 
beneficial for all. This type of mutual learning and team spirit 
is significant for the protection of archaeological heritage in 
the community.

Above and right: identification of the remains in the 
presence of members of the community
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EXPLORING PRE-
COLUMBIAN 
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MORTUARY PATTERNS: 

A PRELIMINARY 
ASSESSMENT OF TWO 
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SANCTI SPÍRITUS
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In the past decade, new interest has grown in the 
archaeology of the Circum-Caribbean region, particularly in 
the Pre-Columbian period (Wilson, 2007; Hofman et al, 2008; 
Fewkes, 2009; Hayward et al, 2009; Oliver, 2009; Fitzpatrick 
and Ross AH, 2010; Hofman and Van Duijvenbode, 2011; 
Roksandic, 2016). The territory of Cuba, which constitutes 
approximately 47 percent of the Caribbean´s land mass and 
displays some of the earliest radiocarbon dates for human 
presence, is central to this initiative (Cooper, 2010). In order 
to advance anthropological knowledge about the island, we 
must carry out careful comparative studies of sites, materials 
and fauna, and reconstruct regional chronologies based on 
absolute radiocarbon dates (Cooper and Thomas, 2012). 
This chapter is a brief synopsis of a preliminary survey that 
took place during the summer of 2016 near the La Picadora 
community, in the province of Sancti Spíritus, central Cuba. 
The objective of the survey was to evaluate the area for 
possible evidence of Pre-Columbian habitation and to study 
recent local discoveries of potential cultural significance. 

In the last few years, the community has been the object 
of an ethnography field school jointly run by the Montané 
Anthropological Museum of the School of Biology, University 
of Havana. During the four-day visit, I was accompanied 
by faculty from this institution to meet locals, discuss 
survey goals and devise a viable strategy. With the help 
of community guides, we had the opportunity to explore 
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two local caves in the Sierra de Bamburanaro, a mountain 
range of karstic rock situated in northern Cuba, extending 
northwest to southeast from Villa Clara province to Ciego de 
Avila province. The soluble nature of karstic rock allows for 
the formation of caves, which served as temporary shelters or 
seasonal dwellings for prehistoric human groups. Identifying 
Pre-Columbian cultural activity during this survey would 
strengthen the case for further exploration of other nearby 
caves and future archaeological excavation, for which the La 
Picadora community has expressed enthusiasm, as it would 
bring a level of local pride and provide them an important 
link to the past.

Access to La Vigía cave is negotiated by hiking two 
kilometers southwest of the community along an unpaved 
trail, up to the foot of Sierra de Bamburanao. The entrance 
is found at the end of a steep path from the trail and 
consists of a narrow gap blocked by a large boulder. The 
passageway curves to the right, leading up to the first flat 
level of the cave, from which one can see the ocean over 
the tree tops. The mouth is vertical, with a short drip line 
and a ceiling approximately 10 meters tall. This first level 
measures roughly 50 square meters in area and is split into 
two sections overlooking the entrance pathway, bridged 
by the large boulder. Wooden railings have been added by 
locals for the safety of visitors. 
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 Sierra Bamburanao

La Vigía cave
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La Vigía cave extends approximately 20 meters into the 
bedrock from its mouth and is composed of two main levels. 
A large outcrop approximately six meters from the mouth 
prevents most natural light from reaching the inner sections. 
At this point, the floor rises for approximately four meters 
to the second level, which constitutes the deepest part of 
the cave. The innermost 10 meters consist of a straight path 
approximately three meters wide with a ceiling nearly 12 
meters tall. The cave dead ends in a small pocket to the left, 
consisting of an area of approximately eight squared meters 
with a ceiling of one and-a-half meters. Dated graffiti from 
the early 20th century adorns the entrance to the pocket, 
and is also found adjacent to a pocket of similar dimensions 
located approximately two and-a-half meters above the 
first, near the cave’s ceiling. The visit of a small tourist group 
during our survey suggests this location has been known to 
contemporary communities for a long time. The cave’s floor 
is littered with the bones of small mammals and birds, as well 
as bat guano. According to residents of La Picadora, guano 
has been harvested from the deeper sections, although 
human remains were never reported prior to 2011. Using 
a probe, we estimated that the floor deposits, consisting of 
guano and other debris, reach a depth of 30 centimeters 
along the length of the cave.

 First level of La Vigía cave Second level of La Vigía cave
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Explorations of the first level in the area across from the 
boulder near the cave’s drip line, first by locals in 2011 and 
then archaeologists in 2013, yielded a cache of human 
skeletal remains intentionally placed vertically in a cluster, 
suggesting possible secondary interment (see Machado 
Mendoza, 2016). Recent radiocarbon studies on bone 
collagen date these remains to the fourth century AD, 
during the latter period of the Ciboney presence in the 
region (Hernandez, Rangel and Machado, 2017), before that 
archaic fisher-forager culture was progressively replaced by 
farming pottery-making groups  from the eastern Caribbean 
(Curet and Reid, 2014). Apart with the carbon dating, the 
way these remains were interred and their physical location 
also point to Ciboney affinity. The bones were found in a 
cave, which was the preferred dwelling type for groups 
belonging to this culture (Dacal Moure and Rivero de la 
Calle, 1996). Also, human remains are known to have been 
reinterred near a cave entrance by Ciboney people whenever 
deeper sections were repurposed for habitation (La Rosa 
Corzo and Robaina Jaramillo, 1995). It should be noted that 
along with the curated remains, we found a Strombus sp. 
scoop shell tool of the type used by the later Ciboney people, 
also known as Ciboney Cayo Redondo (Dacal Moure and 
Rivero de la Calle, 1996). However, it is uncertain whether 
it was associated with the interments or even found within 
the cave itelf. Moreover, due to the well-known “old shell” 
problem of radiocarbon dating on marine mollusks (Rick et 
al, 2005; Cooper and Thomas, 2012), we decided not to 
date it. Lastly, no additional human bone fragments were 
found during this latest survey.

Macroscopic observation of the skeletal assemblage 
collected during the two previous cave explorations suggest 
approximately 250 fragments of human bone and teeth were 
collected. I had the opportunity to re-analyze the remains 
during this trip, after an initial examination by Machado 
Mendoza (2016). Noting the different sizes of articular 
surfaces, limb robusticity, and stages of dental development, 
it was apparent that several individuals of all ages and 
both sexes are represented. Adult and subadult remains 
were sorted separately to determine the approximate ages 
of children and adolescents. Primarily employing clinical 
schedules of dental development (AlQahtani et al, 2010) 
and matching paired teeth, it was determined that there 
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were at least three subadults buried at La Vigía cave, aged 
approximately one and-a-half years, eight to nine years, and 
11-12 years old at death (Hernandez, Rangel and Machado, 
2017). For adults, each limb bone type was separated by size 
to estimate the minimum number of individuals. 

Five right proximal ulnar fragments displaying various 
levels of robusticity indicate there were at least five 
adults present, two of which were likely male, although it 
should be noted that the lack of diagnostic sex estimation 
features of the cranium and pelvis prevent more precise 
conclusions. Unfortunately, no intact limb bones were found 
in the assemblage, preventing stature estimations. Lastly, 
a preliminary paleopathological assessment of the human 
remains confirmed osteological evidence for nutritional 
deficiency, as previously noted by Machado Mendoza 
(2016). Physiological stress found consisted of enamel 
hypoplasia on an adult incisor and a molar, as well as severe 
porotic hyperostosis on two adjoining parietal fragments. 
In addition, we noted marked patterned wear on posterior 
dentition that was likely the result of a gritty diet, often 
found in populations with a significant marine component in 
their diet (Littleton and Frohlich, 1993; Watson et al, 2013). 
This theory was later confirmed by analyses of carbon and 
nitrogen isotopic ratios from five dental and skeletal samples 
(Hernandez, Rangel and Machado, 2017). 

The second survey location was the Periquín cave, also 
known as Ciboney cave. It is located at coordinates N 22° 
15’ 9.21”, W 79° 8’ 8.93”, approximately four kilometers 
southwest of Yaguajay-Mayajigua highway, via a private 
entrance, six kilometers west of La Picadora community. The 
cave features three mouths, all situated at 112 meters above 
sea level on the side of a cliff face. Two mouths facing east 
are the main entrances to the cave’s first and second levels. 
They are accessible from above via a narrow path hugging 
the ridge. The third mouth, which faces south, measures 
three and-a-half meters wide and seven and-a-half meters 
high. It opens to a vertical drop to the dry alluvial wash 
below. The first two mouths are located approximately one 
meter apart, one entrance positioned nearly straight above 
the other. Both entrances are approximately two and-a-half 
meters wide by one meter high. The ceiling through the first 
half of the first level is approximately one and-a-half meters 
high. Both levels connect via an opening located 12 meters 
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Entrances to both levels of Periquín cave
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from the main entrance. Due to a thick guano deposit 
blocking a large portion of the opening to the second level 
as well as the entire second level, we decided to limit the 
survey to the cave’s first level. 

At 15 meters from the entrance to the first level, the 
ceiling rises to two meters and the path reaches a fork. The 
left path continues for another 10 meters and drops off to 
the southward-facing third mouth. The right path leads to 
a chamber of approximately 20 square meters in an area 
with a ceiling four meters tall. This chamber deviates to the 
left and dead ends at a smaller pocket of 10 to12 square 
meters. Using probes to test the depth of the cave’s floor, we 
found over 40 centimeters of debris, at 13 meters from the 
entrance. An additional test on the left path at five meters 
from the fork yielded a depth of over 65 centimeters. The 
deposit is principally composed of bat guano and skeletal 
remains of bats and other small mammals. An articulated 
hutia (Capromys pilorides) skeleton was found near the 
fork. We noted there were no discernible Pre-Columbian or 
historic markings or artifacts on any cave walls or along the 
floor’s surface. 

After this round of preliminary surveys, we posit that 
although both caves are in close proximity to one another 
along the ridge, the likely contrast between them regarding 
Pre-Columbian and historic presence is due to Periquín cave 
being in a more secluded location under the tree canopy, 
along a less accessible area of the ridge. Still, while it is evident 
that La Vigía cave was used by Ciboney people as a burial 
location and possibly for extended habitation, we should 
not dismiss similar possibilities for Periquín cave, especially 
because of the cave’s estimated deeper deposits and the 
unexplored second level. Previously cited radiocarbon and 
isotopic results provide support for the Pre-Columbian use 
of karstic pockets near La Picadora community and we look 
forward to the possibility of further surveys and possible 
excavations to provide additional settlement and dietary 
data for improving dating standards on the island.

This preliminary study could not have been possible 
without the guidance and assistance of Dr. Armando Rangel 
Rivero and Dr. Vanessa Vázquez Sánchez of the Montané 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



Exploring Pre-Columbian Settlement and Mortuary Patterns:  A Preliminary ... 111

Fork in Periquin cave 
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When talking about archeology in Cuba, some relate 
it directly to anthropology, and specifically to physical 
anthropology, which is the science most developed on the 
island in relation to the archeology field. For others, the goal 
of archeology is the discovery, the specimen, the material 
object, its environment and the social and cultural relations 
that are established. Today, archeology and those who 
practice it have seen the need to approach it from other 
perspectives, such as archeological heritage, landscape, 
ecology, cultural information, and the participation of 
communities where an archeological site is located. The 
context in which excavations are carried out is significant.

Archeological heritage embodies the part of material 
heritage for which archeological methods provide basic 
information. It encompasses every imprint of human 
existence, including places where any type of activity has 
been carried out, structures and abandoned vestiges of 
every type, whether above ground, under ground or under 
water, and all types of related material (ICOMOS, 1990).

With this concept in mind, researchers from the Montané 
Anthropological Museum began working in the La 
Picadora community in 2011. We did so with the objective 
of participating in the Sixth Workshop on Archeology 
and Paleontology organized by the Archaeological and 
Paleontological Studies Group of the Provincial Center of 
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CITMA (Ministry of Science, Techology and the Environment) 
and the Municipal Government.

The first thing significant thing about this community is its 
families, who have a deep sense of identity and belonging 
and love for the work they do, and who have a natural leader 
who is respected and admired by all, José Ángel (“Titi”) 
Rodríguez Sánchez. We have had extensive discussions 
with him about cultural and economic traditions, lifestyles, 
archeological sites, local history, industrial heritage, flora and 
fauna, and prospects for development. 

At the entrance to Titi’s home stands a small, glassed-in 
cabinet with 19th century curios, from an indigenous stone 
artifact to an old revolver, a graphite iron for ironing clothes, 
a collection of seashells, and parrot´s skull.  All of these have 
been found by local residents, either above ground or in 
caves. Once a whole collection of indigenous bones and teeth 
was found, and forensic anthropologist Dodany Machado 
Mendoza studied them, and passed on his knowledge to 
the community, including a scientific opinion about all of 
the bone remains (described previously in this book). These 
and other educational activities led to the work of preserving 
archeological heritage treasured by the community. This 

Display table with archeological objects found near 
La Picadora
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A glass cabinet contains indigenous human bones 
fround in La Vigía cave
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was actually an empirical practice of the preservation and 
musealization of archeological artifacts, taking into account 
their uniqueness, and symbolic and historic value.

Yaguajay area is very rich in archeology, heritage and 
history. It was the site of pre-Hispanic settlements that have 
been thoroughly studied by scholars from the Montané 
Anthropological Museum since the 1940s: René Victoriano 
Herrera Fritot (1895-1969), Manuel Fermín Rivero de la 
Calle (1925-2001) and Ramón Dacal Moure (1928-2003). 
They were the pioneers of fieldwork that is carried on by 
the museum’s new generations of researchers, with a focus 
on archeological heritage. This work has been done through 
visits to the cays located north of Caguanes National Park, 
the Vigía cave, and settlements near La Picadora, such as 
the paleontological site Las Llanadas, and the emphasis has 
been more on educating than excavating.

The archaeological work has never stopped in Yaguajay, 
due to the efforts, as well, of José E. Chirino Camacho, 
organizer of the aforementioned archeology and 
paleontology workshops. He has been accompanied on 
his expeditions by Antonio Núñez Jiménez (1923-1998), 
Ángel Graña González, Alfredo Rankin Santander, and other 
notable scientists.

A mortar, an archeological object found by a  
campesino in La Picadora.
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Visit with La Picadora community members to the 
paleontological site Las Llanadas

Visit with La Picadora community members to 
Caguanes National Park

One of the benefits of studying the archaeology, landscape 
and historical heritage of the La Picadora community is the 
knowledge possessed by community members and the 
support they receive from local authorities. They have created 
a system of trails to reach the caves without damaging the 
environment; individuals are trained to give archaeological 
tours; and they have a planned method for visiting the sites. 
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One of the great merits of these community members, 
is that, even with scarce resources, they have put up signs 
indicating many of the different sites and activities. By doing 
to, they have provided a good presentation of their patrimonial 
assets. Their aspiration is that one day, archeology will 
become a cultural resource of the utmost importance, and 
the whole area will become a heritage park. That park would 
then be a place displaying all elements of existing cultural 
heritage, highlighting the landscape, archaeological sites, 
ecological conservation, and the community’s inhabitants 
and way of life. To do this, it is necessary to make the project 
profitable, with visits by tourists interested in agrotourism, 
generating income to improve housing conditions and the 
well-being of the local population.

As part of the activities carried out by professors of 
the Montané Anthropological Museum, a practicum for a 
graduate course in Archeology and Heritage was created, 
together with Brazilian professor Inês de Oliveira Noronha, 
through a workshop: “Tourism, Heritage and Community: 
Experiences for Local Development.” In addition, they 
prepared a presentation showing the results of their scientific 
work. Classes were given to local residents, particularly the 
youth, on geology, archeology, anthropology, and heritage 
of the region. In addition, a session was held for specialists 
and community members to exchange information about 
the importance of nature. We must add that the theme of 
“culture and community” as practiced by the Institute for 
Study Abroad, a program for U.S. students at the University 
of Havana, is implemented twice a year through an academic 
field trip to La Picadora that allows students to participate in 
Cuban rural life, giving them greater understanding of the 
community’s values and heritage.

To study archaeological heritage landscapes, one must 
always keep in mind the values treasured by their past 
and present populations, and take into account their flora, 
fauna, and geography. Landscape archeology is based on 
paleo-environmental studies; urban, rural and aboriginal (in 
the Cuban case) archeology; topography; communication 
channels; and industry and trade. In turn, agrarian 
archeology is distinguished by the themes of rural history, 
agrarian technology, agrarian divisions, and rural habitat 
(Orejas, 1991).
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In studying landscapes, it is necessary to consider several 
aspects: the patrimonial aspect, which encompasses natural 
and cultural heritage; the perspective of active scenery, 
where values coexist with everyday reality, as they are 
readjusted and conditioned; and recognition that they 
reflect the culture of the local society, full of resources laden 
with symbols. Last but not least, some landscapes lack any 
exceptional attributes, and these require greater protection 
because they can be affected by projects that are not 
properly planned.

Research and fieldwork in La Picadora had their beginnings 
in the science of archeology, which served as a means of 
socializing knowledge among local residents rather than 
as an end, given that excavations have not been the most 
important feature. Sites that are full of diverse archeological 
landscapes, like those found in this community, deserve to 
be protected as heritage through supervision and regulation, 
where both authorities and residence involve universities 
to manage knowledge. This requires discussing historical 
processes, to be able to transmit to local residents the 
meaning of local archaeological heritage and landscapes.

Discussion among specialists and community 
members about natural heritage
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INTEGRATION OF 
LOCAL ACTORS, 
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THE LA PICADORA 

COMMUNITY
BY JOSÉ ALEXIS RODRÍGUEZ GAGO
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When I accepted the position of municipal coordinator 
of the Program for Capacity Building for Local Development 
(PRODEL), in June 2012, I spoke with (the late) David Prado 
Pire about communities with social disadvantages and 
complex problems. He was a representative of the Projects 
Office of Yaguajay municipal government and he was familiar 
with La Picadora, telling me that it had a prestigious leader 
who delivered results in community work: José Ángel (“Titi”) 
Rodríguez Sánchez.

As a result of that conversation, I visited the community, 
and during a conversation with Titi, his wife Esther, and 
community members, various opinions emerged, all oriented 
towards the comprehensive development of La Picadora. 
This had already been proposed, in a general way, through 
the project “Waking Dreams,” as a consequence of previous 
work done by José Eusebio Chirino Camacho from the 
Environmental Services Center of Sancti Spíritus.

This program clearly identified the main factors to be taken 
into account for adequate development of the community. 
It included factors such as housing and environment, 
agriculture, human needs, health and gender, culture and 
recreation, scientific work and knowledge management.
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Multiple local, provincial, and national institutions, 
described as follows, have supported La Picadora:

• The Program for Capacity Building for Local Development 
and the Projects Office of Yaguajay Municipal Assembly 
of People’s Power have provided consulting to residents. 
Members of these two institutions coordinated actions with 
groups and people that they took to La Picadora, which gain 
edrecognition in the province for local development in the 
past three years.

• The municipal government’s Economy and Planning 
Office, led by its director, Carlos Manuel Calcines Díaz, 
has provided support in economic procedures, guiding the 
community in including its actions in economic planning. 

• The Ministry of Science, Technology, and Environment 
(CITMA), through its municipal specialist —the author of this 
article— has supported the introduction of local technologies 
for promoting community development.

• For its part, the National Association of Small Farmers 
(ANAP), has incorporated agroecology activities into local 
projects to ensure food sustainability.

• The Simón Bolívar Municipal University Center in 
Yaguajay has participated in various community activities, 
processes, and visits by experts from other higher education 
centers. An example of this was a visit by researchers from 

Experimental grain plot created in the community
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the Center for Agricultural Production (CIAP) of Martha 
Abreu Central University of Las Villas to experiment with seed 
varieties for grains, grasses, and fodder better suited to local 
soil. Also, professors from the School of Civil Construction 
have studied local clay varieties and local artisanal brick 
production with demonstrated quality.

• José Martí University in Sancti Spíritus, through 
its Local Agricultural Innovation Program (PIAL), has 
introduced agrotourism management as a form of economic 
sustainability to La Picadora.

• The professors of the Montané Anthropological 
Museum of the University of Havana’s School of Biology have 
carried out university extension activities in the community, 
including knowledge transfer, training, and field work with 
students.  One outstanding example is their organization of 
a workshop, “Tourism, heritage and community: experiences 
for local development,” and the presentation of a multimedia 
summary of the workshop.

• The National Institute of Tropical Food Research (INIVIT) 
facilitated the training of campesinos and introduced the 
cloning of root vegetables, with the goal of expanding 
agricultural production.

Community members planting grains with professors and 
researchers from Martha Abreu Central University of Las Villas
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• The Center for Local and Community Development 
(CEDEL), which provides counsel, support, and documents 
about local development to local residents, has managed  
the inclusion of projects, and has facilitated events held in 
La Picadora.

• Cuba’s National Museum of Natural History and 
National Institute of Anthropology have coordinated 
and actively participated in biannual archaeology and 
paleontology workshops. Museum personnel have carried 
out paleontological excavations in Las Llanadas casimba 
with local support, and both institutions have trained locals 
in archaeology and paleontology, and have provided the 
community library with valuable documentation on these 
subjects.

• The National Institute of Agricultural Sciences, the Indio 
Hatuey Experimental Station for Pasture and Forage, and 
the tour agency Ecotur have all contributed to agrotourism 
development in the community.

The participation of Cubans and others interested in the 
welfare of La Picadora is significant, and they include:

• Dr. Agustín Lage Dávila, member of 
the National Assembly of People’s Power 
representing Yaguajay municipality, who 
has contributed ideas to achieve sustainable 
development.
• Dr. Inês de Oliveira Noronha, of the Brazilian 
company Socioambiental Projetos, S.A., which 
set up a cooperation project with La Picadora, 
donating educational materials, and organizing 
workshops and academic excursions.
• Dr. Armando Rangel Rivero, director of the 
Montané Anthropological Museum, who has 
actively participated in training community 
members and worked to make local heritage 
and resources a source of development for La 
Picadora.
• Dr. Vanessa Vázquez Sánchez, professor of the 
Montané Anthropological Museum, who was 
the primary designer of the workshop “Tourism, 
heritage, and community: experiences for local 
development.”
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• Dr. Eusebio Leal Spengler, Havana City 
Historian, who has sent to the community a 
donation of books of high patrimonial value.
• Dr. Gilberto Silva Taboada, renowned 
researcher of the Cuban National Museum of 
Natural History, who since the first archaeology 
and paleontology workshops has participated 
and shared scientific knowledge with 
community members.
• Julio Ángel Larramendi Joa, outstanding 
nature photographer, who has reflected the 
community’s way of life and its environment 
through his images.

La Picadora is clearly a benchmark in Yaguajay municipality 
as a community-led process of local development, supported 
by science and implemented by residents to solve their 
problems.

Discussion among community members and 
specialists from Martha Abreu Central University of 

Las Villas about brick production
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TOURISM, HERITAGE, 
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ARMANDO RANGEL RIVERO, 

AND INÊS DE OLIVEIRA NORONHA
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6 The researchers of the 

Montané Anthropological 

Museum began to have 

a relationship with the 

community about eight 

years ago, carrying out 

joint training activities in 

archeology, anthropology 

and cultural heritage, and 

visits to historical sites, 

along with other actions.

In 2003, Yaguajay’s three sugar mills and torula yeast 
factory were closed, and many La Picadora residents had 
to find new jobs. Some went to work in tourism, in the 
northern keys of Villa Clara province and other sectors of 
that emerging industry, while others went back to school.

The La Picadora community has an extraordinary richness. 
Its inhabitants, with hard work and dedication, have 
transformed their geographic area for the better. They have 
electricity, potable water, and a family doctor and nurse 
office; their children and young people attend school in 
Mayajigua; and their agricultural work allows them to be 
self-sufficient in food.

In discussions that professors from the 
Montané Anthropological Museum6 had with 
local leader Titi, it was evident that residents 
knew about their potentialities —their land, 
soil, animals, plants and landscapes. However, 
a problem they had not been able to solve was 
housing conditions. Most homes were made of 
wood planks, with asbestos cement or palm-
thatch roofs, and most had outdoor latrines for 
bathrooms.

To improve this situation, a group of 
campesinos, led by Titi, organized an effort 
that highlights their ingenuity. Using their own resources, 
they set up an artisan “mini-industry” to fabricate bricks. 
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Solidarity is widespread in the community, as was interest 
in putting the brick production into operation, and this led 
to the creation of important social networks. Residents have 
taken courses on building homes with vaulted ceilings made 
of these bricks, without the need to use steel beams.

Participants in the workshop 

La Picadora has enviable landscapes for tourism, and it 
also has qualified human resources, aware of the riches of 
the region. For that reason, the community is preparing itself 
for an enterprise with a singular attraction and tested results 
at an international level: agrotourism, involving the well-
known “country homes” or “rural homes.” Cuba has not 
yet fostered this specific type of tourism, which is already 
widespread in many countries, contributing to the well-
being of inhabitants of the regions that carry it out (Pedroso, 
2015).

It may be said that the initiatives of the brick factory and 
agrotourism motivated the researchers of the Montané 
Anthropological Museum to organize, together with the 
community, a workshop on local development. Inês de 
Oliveira Noronha, José Alexis Rodríguez Gago, Daily Yanetsy 
Borroto Escuela, and Titi and his family contributed to the 
preparation of the workshop.
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Participants in the workshop 

The workshop was held on March 14, 2015 and was attended by the 
president and vice president of the Municipal Assembly of People’s Power 
and specialists from CITMA and other institutions. The discussion was 
led by Prof. Vanessa Vázquez Sánchez, and was broadcast over the local 
radio station, La Voz de Yaguajay.

One essential component was the participation of students enrolled 
in the Local Development master’s degree program at Simón Bolívar 
Municipal University in Yaguajay. They presented their research 
experiences, making it possible to discuss a wide variety of issues in 
the municipality and facilitating communication and exchange with 
authorities who were present. Sixteen presentations were included, 
covering six different themes:

• Tourism: three presentations discussed the values of this 
option for local development. They addressed Yaguajay as 
a municipality; the Jobo Rosado protected area, where the 
tourist facility Rancho Querete center is located; and the La 
Picadora community, which was presented by Esther Denis 
Pérez, as a proposal for agrotourism.
• Theoretical and methodological aspects of local 
development: five presentations addressed themes related 
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to the experiences of community work in La 
Picadora and the Simón Bolívar Popular Council; 
knowledge management; and the strategy of 
cooperative education for local development 
in Yaguajay. One idea considered was the 
importance of the Municipal University Center 
as a driving force for training to find scientific 
solutions to local problems.
• Environment: three inquiries were presented, 
including one by Dr. Inês de Oliveira Noronha, 
which addressed issues of environmental 
and heritage education in communities of 
Minas Gerais, Brazil, enabling participants to 
understand and discuss foreign experiences.
• Heritage: two investigations were presented: 
one related to the preservation of the heritage 
of the sugar industry in Yaguajay and the 
other related to history and archaeology in La 
Picadora.
• Food production: this presentation dealt with 
the need for strategic coordination of the agro-
food sector with the community.
• Housing: two presentations addressed the issue of 
local production of construction materials and their 
contribution to housing improvement. Children 
and adolescents explained their experiences and 
what they learned from their families about artisan 
brick-making.

As a result of the workshop, a multimedia presentation 
was prepared and presented in La Picadora and at the 
Camilo Cienfuegos mausoleum in Yaguajay, on May 1 and 
2, 2015, respectively. It was attended by students from the 
Local Development Master’s Degree program, from the 
Simón Bolívar Municipal University Center in Yaguajay, and 
members of the community.

The discussion produced by the workshop was very 
enriching. It served to establish synergies between the 
different social actors who participated, and who shared the 
common objective of promoting local development in the 
municipality in general and in specifically in La Picadora.
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Classroom in La Picadora
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AGROTOURISM
BY ESTHER DENIS PÉREZ 
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La Picadora is a place rich in nature and beautiful 
landscapes. Its people are experienced in receiving visitors, 
including scientists who attend biannual archaeology and 
paleontology workshops. It is a favorable environment for 
rural agrotourism, where visitors can stay with campesinos in 
their homes. In Cuba, this type of activity has not prospered 
enough, but in this community, it has been in practice since 
May 2015.

Agrotourism is a type of tourism that takes place in 
agricultural facilities, farms, cooperatives, ranches, or any 
other type of housing or rural settlement where agriculture 
is active, and may include food, lodging and tour guiding. 
What makes it unique is that tourists may perform agricultural 
work and enjoy other options linked to agrarian culture and 
attractions of the surroundings. The goal is to make this 
type of tourism compatible with sustainable development, 
and to generate supplemental income for the primary sector 
(agriculture), and allow local residents to improve their 
quality of life, while also taking into account environmental 
conservation.

Practicing agrotourism in La Picadora brings considerable 
benefits for agriculture, and its impact includes job 
creation, increased family and local income, retention of 
the population in farm areas, and recovery of trades and 
traditions. Another important aspect is how agrotourism 
helps strengthen a sense of belonging and local identity. 
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The introduction of this activity has benefited the campesino 
families who participate, tourists, workers, travel agencies, 
and local government.

We should bear in mind the relationship between 
agrotourism and agricultural activity, because sustainable 
and successful agriculture is attractive for tourists, and 
at the same time, economic gains can be invested in 
agricultural development, bringing about new, sustainable, 
and attractive achievements in production. On the other 
hand, agrotourism requires the successful maintenance of 
other activities and services. With it, the basic product —a 
cooperative family farm— is developed and perfected, as are 
peripheral products, such as all of the services provided by the 
family doctor’s office, the Workers’ Social Circle, the general 
store, the community aqueduct, and the mini-library. It is the 
same case with the complementary product, services found 
within the surrounding 50 to 60 kilometers: San José del 
Lago Spa in Mayajigua, Caguanes National Park, Historical 
Site of the Pelú in Mayajigua, Rancho Querete Tourist Area, 
Camilo Cienfuegos Mausoleum, and others.

The sign shown welcomes visitors: “La Picadora 
Agrotourism Project, Realizing Dreams” 
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Agrotourism cabin

Tourists in La Picadora

The options offered by this form of tourism in La Picadora 
are the following:

• Enjoying housing with a campesino family, as 
a member of the family and not as a guest.
• Providing attention, food and other care to 
livestock, with the use of traditional tools.
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• Participating in agricultural tasks: manual 
work with crops, or using animal-powered or 
mechanized machinery.
• Sharing home-life experiences with 
campesinos, including traditions and local 
stories.
• Becoming familiar with the forest —the flora 
and fauna of the area.
• Observing rural landscapes during tours of 
farms and surrounding areas.
• Visiting fields that, depending on the time 
of year, may contain crops such as corn, rice, 
beans, tomatoes, yucca and sweet potatoes.
• Learning about the mini-industry of artisan 
production of bricks made from limestone and 
baked in kilns.
• Working with other visitors and family to 
prepare Cuban meals.
• Visiting the archaeological site of La Vigía 
cave where local campesinos discovered the 
skeletal remains of Cuban indigenous people, 
and the paleontological site of Las Llanadas 
casimba, where animal fossils have been found.
• Observing birds that abound in the Cuban 
countryside, including on local farms, such 
as the Cuban trogon, the Cuban emerald, 
woodpeckers, and others.
• Going fishing with local family members in 
nearby streams and small reservoirs.

Rural house for tourists
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• Performing agricultural chores or going on 
rounds on foot, in horse and ox-drawn carts, or 
on horseback.
• Visiting the Las Meliponas farmhouse, where 
beekeepers produce honey with “melipona” bees.

Farm tours can be done in the two following ways:

• “The Sierra and Limestone Kilns.” This spans 
the southern part of the region, distinguished 
by the surrounding mountains, landscapes 
featuring caverns and limestone, and a lookout 
on Loma Grande, where visitors can enjoy a 
view of the plains below.
• “Traditions and Campesino Work.” This 
includes the northern part of the region, where 
the plains predominate, and where visitors can 
enjoy views of the La Canoa mountain range 
and the rocky outcrop of La Vigía.

As of early 2019, some 900 tourists have participated in 
this form of agrotourism in La Picadora. The natural beauties 
and human resources available in the community will make 
it possible to increase this activity in the not too distant 
future. As a pioneering community in Cuba, it aims to use 
agrotourism to improve residents’ quality of life.

Interaction between campesinos and tourists 
 in La Picadora
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LA PICADORA: 
EXPERIENCES OF A DANISH 
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BY TANJA  SØRENSEN7



La Picadora: Experiences of a Danish Anthropology Student 139

I am a Danish university student in the final year of 
the Master’s degree program in cultural anthropology at 
Aarhus University, Denmark. I have stayed in Cuba for three 
and a half months to conduct my fieldwork as part of my 
studies, while  enrolled as a student at the University of 
Havana. The object of my field research was sustainable 

food production and agroecology, 
and I was in Cuba to investigate 
on-the-ground practices in this 
field. After spending six weeks 
in Havana visiting urban farming 
projects (state-run organopónicos 
and private permaculture projects), 

I went to La Picadora in Yaguajay, Sancti Spíritus, where 
I lived for six weeks from October to November 2016 to 
learn about rural food production, agricultural practices, 
community, and the life and work of Cuban farmers. My 
stay in the community has been a unique and instructive 
experience both professionally and personally. 

I arrived at La Picadora on the 7th of October. My first 
impression was how different everything seemed from the 
capital of Havana where I had been staying since my arrival 
in Cuba. Here in the countryside, I saw more horse wagons 
than cars in the streets, more trees than people, and more 
mountains than concrete buildings; I heard more silence than 
noise; and the fresh air and green colors were a pleasant 

7 This essay was written 

in December 2016, 

after the author had 

spent from October to 

November in La Picadora.
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change from the atmosphere of the capital. It almost 
seemed like a journey back in time, especially compared 
to my home country, Denmark, where the countryside is 
extensively modernized and industrialized. In La Picadora, I 
was welcomed by the residents and I was given one of the 
bedrooms in the house of Titi and Esther (community leaders), 
where I was going to live side-by-side with the family for the 
next 43 days. From the very first moment, I felt welcomed 
and included. In the following period of time, I lived in the 
family’s house and participated in the different daily activities 
and tasks around the house and in the agricultural work of 
some of the farmers. In the following, I present my personal 
experience of the small rural community La Picadora. 

During my stay in La Picadora, I got to know a lot of the 
local residents and how their life works in this small, rural 
community. This is the main purpose of anthropological 
fieldwork – getting involved and participating in the 
everyday life of a defined group of people to obtain, to the 
widest extent possible, an authentic experience of their 
culture and way of life. Thanks to the exceptional hospitality, 
openness and involvement of the people in this place, I was 
able to experience a lot of different aspects of their life by 
participating in them myself. 

The most obvious and striking characteristic of this 
community is the community that is completely basic and 
fundamental for the place and its people. I refer here to 
community both in the sense of principles of sharing, human 
warmth, openness, and acceptance, and in the practical 
sense of working and solving problems together. I saw an 
endless number of examples of this in and around the house 
of Titi and Esther, which is a central space and gathering 
point for the neighbors. 

The women who work in the kitchen cook for no less 
than 10 people every day, and often more. Every day there 
is someone different having lunch, and visitors are often 
offered a meal. Even more people pass by throughout the 
day to small-talk and have a cup of the home-grown, sweet 
coffee. Here, individual ownership does not seem important, 
and sharing things is a fundamental principle that underlies 

THE COMMUNITY AND EVERYDAY LIFE – 
THE EXTENDED FAMILY
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and shapes the different daily activities and practices. The 
outdoor living and dining room, the outdoor toilet, and the 
telephone in the house are used by everyone. A variety of 
people from the neighborhood stop by the house to grind 
their toasted coffee beans on the manual coffee grinder 
outside the kitchen. Also, water from the wells is shared 
between the houses, and in dry periods when rain is scarce, 
people that live on the hillside come down to the houses at 
the bottom of the hill to get water every day, because the 
water table doesn’t reach their houses. 

Water, food, belongings, human engagement, and a 
lot more are shared in this small community. Sharing is a 
fundamental principle here, indeed, and small and big 
projects are conducted in unison. My impression is that 
clearly defined lines between “mine” and “yours” are not 
enforced here. If someone needs an avocado or yucca but 
doesn’t have one, someone next door will give it to him 
or her. There also seems to be a great amount of social 
acceptance of differences, which of course is necessary for 
a community to work in unity in the way that La Picadora 
does, and there needs to be a common willingness among 
the residents to work and live together, and think collectively 
instead of individually. It seems to be very natural for these 
residents to live like this, and it is my impression that this is 
one of the most fundamental and important characteristics 
of this community.   

Titi and Esther’s house is a central space for the community. 
It is located next to the local store and El círculo social (the 
common area), which are central gathering points for the 
people of the community and where they come to buy their 
everyday necessities, to relax, and to socialize. A variety of 
different people pass by the house every day, which made 
it a challenge for me to differentiate and get to know all 
of them. Even after six weeks, new faces would show up 
here. Furthermore, Titi and Esther are central figures in the 
community, because they take a lot of initiative and are always 
ready to help others. These factors combined result in a very 
special environment and atmosphere in this place where social 
ties shape and support all aspects of everyday life. 

There are a variety of practical jobs to be done every 
day, and there is a system of division of labor that is fairly 
easy to interpret. The majority of the men work in the field 
with agriculture, producing crops and raising animals. While 
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some women are employed in jobs outside of the home, a 
large number of female residents work in and around the 
house of the family with domestic tasks such as cooking, 
cleaning, washing, and taking care of children. The kitchen 
is the domain of the women, and men usually only enter to 
be served a cup of coffee. However, one specific part of food 
preparation is always executed by men: the slaughtering of 
a pig for special meals when there are visitors, followed by 
cutting out the meat on the big outdoor stone table and 
roasting the animal above the fire.  

Grinding coffee

AGRICULTURE IN LA PICADORA

Since the theme of my studies in Cuba and La Picadora is 
sustainable food production and agroecology, I have learned 
how agriculture works in the area and about the challenges 
related to this. Agriculture is the main source of income 
here, as in rural areas of Cuba in general, and the agricultural 
practices are the most important basis of life here. In contrast 
to the situation in the big cities in Cuba, there is a very close 
connection and relationship to the food that is eaten here, 
because it is produced and raised where people live. Almost 
everyone in the community has their own little selection of 
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coffee and fruit trees (plantain, mango, avocado, papaya, 
orange, lime, guava, etc.) in the backyard, many have their 
own small or large area where they cultivate crops (such as 
black beans, yucca, and taro), and the majority also have 
animals such as pigs, chickens and cows. These crops and 
animals are cultivated and held mainly to sustain the daily 
food consumption of the family. 

In Cuba, farmers work to produce food for family 
consumption as well as for sale. They are organized in 
two different types of co-operatives: Credit and Services 
Co-operatives (Cooperativa de Creditos y Servicios —CCS) 
and Agricultural Production Co-operatives (Cooperativa de 
Producción Agropecuaria— CPA). In the former, farmers 
own the property of the land, work individually, and associate 
with one another in order to acquire services, credits, etc. 
In the latter, farmers join land and work collectively with 
equipment and agricultural production. However, in the 
community of La Picadora, this division does not manifest 
itself in practice. The farmers of the different co-operatives 
work together in the field and help each other when needed, 
and it’s not important whose plantain is whose if someone 
needs it. In this way, the daily practices of agricultural work 
are based on collectiveness, sharing and helping each other 
to obtain the best results possible for everyone. The culture 
of great dependence on each other in the community clearly 
influences the farming practices.  

There are strengths of and challenges to the agriculture 
and sustainability of the agricultural practices in this area. 
In my view, some of the most important strengths are the 
widespread sense of community and the fertile natural 
resources in the area. A great and difficult challenge to the 
farmers is the climate. In recent years, the area has been 
challenged by increasing drought which can be a severe 
problem for crop production. For instance, the cultivation 
of rice has not been possible for the last two years, due to 
insufficient rain. Here, everything depends on the weather, as 
the locals say, because the crops and therefore the agricultural 
work depend on these external circumstances, which are 
difficult and sometimes impossible for the farmers to control.  

With regard to ecological practices, my experience is that 
while there are some initiatives in this direction, there are a 
lot of challenges for the realization of organic and, in that 
sense, more sustainable food production. I witnessed an 
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Plowing with oxen

AGROTOURISM

awareness of the importance of this theme among a few 
farmers, but it was not the majority of the farmers with 
whom I talked. The widespread use of oxen for agricultural 
work in the field and the use of lime, which is a natural and 
locally produced product for pest control, are important, 
positive factors in discussions of the impact of agriculture 
on the natural environment in the area. However, there are 
a lot of challenges to the development of more sustainable/
ecological farming practices, which include relatively easy 
access to chemical pesticides, a lack of access to sufficient 
organic alternatives, and, not least, the seemingly limited 
ecological consciousness among the local farmers. It seems 
that improvement on this topic in this locality will be a long 
and complicated process necessitating various initiatives by 
individuals, the community, and Cuban society in general.

An important part of the most recent development 
of the community is the introduction of tourism in La 
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Riding a tractor

Picadora. In 2015, a group of residents took the initiative 
to develop agrotourism in the community, and the process 
so far has been successful. This specific type of tourism 
is not yet officially recognized in Cuba, but La Picadora is 
developing their version of rural tourism with the purpose 
of giving foreign tourists a unique experience close to 
nature and the local people. During my stay, five groups of 
tourists arrived, and each spent three to four days in the 
community, engaging in different activities around the area 
and interacting with residents of the community. The group 
of visitors is accommodated in old farmers’ houses and a 
new, rustic cabin that has been built for the purpose as well. 
Different activities are arranged for them, such as guided 
tours around the area on foot and in horse carriage to visit 
farmers and learn about agriculture. They participate in the 
preparation of meals, in the local fabrication of bricks, and 
in social exchange with people that live in the community. 

A challenge for agrotourism is that the agricultural 
activities open to tourist participation vary throughout 
the year and according to the weather. For instance, 
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when it is not possible for the farmers to work in the field 
because of unfavorable weather conditions, it is obviously 
impossible for tourists to experience this work. Since what 
makes agrotourism “agrotourism” is the incorporation 
of agricultural elements into the conventional concept of 
tourism, this is a difficulty that makes it necessary for the 
hosts in the community to improvise and modify concept 
and activities to what is practical.

Making bricks

As is the case with all people that visit La Picadora, tourists 
are welcomed and included in the life of the locals. In the 
community there is a philosophy of seeing and treating the 
visitors as “new family members, not clients,” and this vision 
shapes all of the close social interactions and engagement. 
My impression is that the practices of agrotourism have had 
an overall positive influence in the community, creating jobs 
for the women and providing a new source of income that 
benefits the community and its residents in various ways. 
The people in the community who contribute in one way 
or another to tourism (with their produce, labor, services, 
etc.) are rewarded financially, and this provides a possibility 
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for improving the living conditions of the various families 
involved. My impression is that there is a widespread 
engagement among the people of the community in tourism 
activities, and the agreed-upon division of labor means that 
everyone knows what to do in order to make the visitors’ 
overall experience quite positive. The visitors are given a very 
familiar, open-hearted and honest experience, and this is the 
result of a lot of hard work and the great collection of big 
hearts that form the basis of the community of La Picadora. 

It is difficult to summarize all of the experiences I have 
had in the time that I spent living with the residents of 
this community. It is difficult because there are so many 
interesting things to tell about this place and its people. 
What has left the greatest personal impression on me is the 
way these people have let a complete stranger into their 
lives and made me feel like family. I know that I am far from 
the only person with exactly this experience.
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Much discussion is taking place in Cuba about the 
potential for and economic impact of tourism, especially 
from the United States, following the restoration of 
diplomatic relations between the two countries. Cubans and 
Americans are talking about their increasing numbers on the 
island and the advantages and disadvantages of their effects 
on the country. 

Havana, the city that most tourists visit, is being 
transformed every day, but in the interior of Cuba there are 
still practically virgin sites in terms of these types of changes. 
In the municipality of Yaguajay, in the province of Sancti 
Spíritus, there is a rural community called La Picadora (the 
grinder), 436 kilometers from the country’s capital. Although 
it is a place unknown to the majority of tourists and Cubans, 
it does not mean that its inhabitants do not have the ability 
to interact satisfactorily with visitors. 

The Institute for Study Abroad (IFSA), based in 
Indianapolis, Indiana, in the U.S., has sent students to the 
University of Havana since the year 2000. These students are 
usually 19 to 21 years old, come from different universities 
and states, and have different majors and interests. Each has 
the opportunity to study on campus for one semester, and 
take courses in different departments. As part of their time 
in Cuba, 90 IFSA students over several semesters visited La 
Picadora as part of a University of Havana course taught by 
School of Biology professors Vanessa Vázquez Sánchez and 



LA PICADORA: People and Nature in a Rural Cuban Community150

Armando Rangel Rivero, “Cuba: Culture, Art and Society.”  
The course included a four-day visit to La Picadora as part of 
its “community and culture” section. Since the fall semester 
of 2019, the university-led visit has been part of a course 

called “Rural Culture in Cuba.” In addition, as 
of January 2019,  84 U.S. students had visited 
the community as part of faculty-led short-term 
IFSA academic programs in Cuba.8 

As the resident director of IFSA students in 
Cuba, I had the responsibility to find a space where they 
can grow personally and gain meaningful experiences in 
the time they spend abroad. I have learned a lot about the 
importance that La Picadora holds for students, relating to 
families, friends and communities. This is not only beneficial 
for them, but also for Cubans, because it allows them to 
create bonds that go beyond host-guest or local-visitor: they 
become friends.

The IFSA program is the only program based at the 
University of Havana that has created an insertion of 
students into a rural community. Other programs for 
students from U.S. universities go on excursions to other 
provinces, but these are usually to tourist centers. As part of 
the IFSA dedication to creating global learning environments 

IFSA resident director Michelle, seated second from 
right, and students in La Picadora, May 2016 

8This article was written 

in August 15, 2018 and 

updated in January 2019.
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and providing an enduring impact on students, students are 
taken to La Picadora to interact with local residents, thus 
creating connections with Cubans who do not usually interact 
with foreigners. The debate on culture and community, 
and the relationship that Cubans and students from U.S. 
universities establish, can help solve years of isolation and 
lack of communication between the two countries. Thus, 
the objective of providing a physical and intellectual bond 
between IFSA students with the population of La Picadora 
is fulfilled.

The IFSA students are privileged, as they have the 
opportunity to get to know, learn, and delve into this special 
community. Of course, there are obstacles when they come 
from two different cultural and language groups, but what is 
most striking is the empathy created between students and 
locals, achieved in a short time of coexistence.

IFSA students in an exchange with local children

Most IFSA students have experience with children in 
the United States, and with students from other countries, 
in terms of education, volunteer work, or as a caregiver. 
However, students notice differences between those children 
and those from La Picadora —above all, the independence 
and responsibility that the latter have from an early age. The 
children of La Picadora have accompanied IFSA students 
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during activities, and it is striking how they are familiar 
with the land, animals, and system of agriculture, assisting 
with small chores. In contrast, most children in the United 
States stay at home with a family member or a nanny, or are 
enrolled in a pre-school program. In La Picadora, the children 
accompany their parents to the fields, and they know how 
to harvest coffee, corn, fruits, and vegetables, and take care 
of livestock. They also help clean and cook at home. This 
does not mean that they don’t have time set aside for study 
and play. The children attend school, and in their leisure 
hours in the evenings and on the weekends they create their 
own games: climbing the hills, exploring caves, and playing 
soccer are favorites. Due to their dynamism and liveliness, 
they have become a very important part of the interaction 
between IFSA students and La Picadora. 

In such a short period of time it is impossible to completely 
“integrate” students into Cuban rural life, but in the four days 
of living together, an intimate connection is established that 
is unforgettable. The students not only participate in daily 
chores, play, and communicate with community members, 
they also sleep in typical rural Cuban housing alongside 
their neighbors. “Visiting and working with the community 
members was a great time that I remember about my 

Titi explains to IFSA students the function of a plow
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semester in Cuba,” says Joshua Alexander Dei, a student at the 
University of Pittsburgh, who participated in the Community 
and Culture excursion to La Picadora in May 2015.

Students perform daily activities with community 
residents: they eat with families, do chores, work in the 
countryside, visit historic places, and discover the beauty 
of nature. When IFSA students return to the University of 
Havana, they need to capture in writing the experiences and 
knowledge acquired during their trip. Most students note 
the differences between rural life in Cuba and the United 
States in terms of education and healthcare.

IFSA students participate in farm chores

U.S. students helping in recovery efforts following Hurricane Irma
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In La Picadora there is unparalleled access to primary 
and secondary schools, which are located in the village 
of Mayajigua. For example, if a student requires special 
education and cannot attend school, a teacher will go to 
the child’s home to teach classes. In the United States, it 
is compulsory for students to go to school and special 
education is not always taken over by public entities or the 
state, and sometimes it falls on the parents. In rural Cuba, 
this special education service at home is free, and it is a basic 
right that is offered to the community.

In terms of healthcare, a family doctor’s office is located in 
the community and a clinic (a “polyclinic”) is easily accessible 
to its members, only three kilometers away. In the United 
States, by contrast, most doctors do not perform house calls. 
Multiple-purpose clinics, or polyclinics, usually do not exist in 
rural communities in the U.S., and people sometimes have to 
travel more than an hour to get to a doctor. Usually, clinics 
in the U.S. do not accept patients who do not have health 
insurance or a scheduled appointment and there is a waiting 
list. In addition, some places do not accept new patients if 
they are not registered. None of these barriers exist in Cuba.

Getting corn ready for tamales
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We always end our visit to the community with an activity 
that literally cements our presence there. The members of 
La Picadora make handmade bricks to build their houses. It 
is a tradition that when a visitor comes to the community, 
on the final day of their stay, La Picadora residents give each 
person a fresh, unbaked brick to etch their name, and then 
use them in the constructions of walls, creating a lasting 
presence. For me, it is a symbol of the impact that IFSA 
students have on the lives of the members of La Picadora. 
When you are invited to be part of the construction of a 
community, it instills a sense of honor, and students know 
they will leave a lasting imprint.

We hope that this exchange continues to grow and 
continue. Connections made in only a few days can mean 
a lot to both parties and can last a lifetime. The students 
end their semester with a deeper knowledge of the island of 
Cuba and the members of La Picadora are left with a more 
holistic impression of the United States. With this community 
and cultural experience, we hope to strengthen relations 
between our two countries.

A campesino fiesta with IFSA student participation
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Researchers at the Montané Anthropological Museum 
(MAM) and the Center for Marine Research (CMR-UH) are 
part of the University of Havana’s (UH) Local Development 
Network. This network provides an academic framework 
that analyzes and promotes the actions of the University in 
local development processes beginning with the relationship 
between higher education, knowledge, science, technology, 
innovation, and society. One of the network’s fundamental 
perspectives is based on “the capacity of higher education 
institutions for training, research and innovation that result 
in not just productive advances and competitiveness, but also 
social inclusion, justice, equity, and care for the environment. 
It is about university sciences contributing to what some 
authors call ‘sustainability science’,” (Núñez, 2010).

The alliance between the University of Havana (MAM and 
CMR-UH) and the community of La Picadora, with the aim of 
solving complex and concrete problems, could be the start of 
a Cuban experience within the framework of Sustainability 
Science. The universities and research centers of the Ministry 
of Higher Education are considered as strategic allies in policy 
involving economic, social and territorial development. 
Therefore, they feel recognized, committed and prepared 
to give important support to the provincial and municipal 
governments as leaders in this endeavor (García et al, 2014). 
All of the above has been discussed in a fruitful manner 
in UH’s Local Development Network workshops. These 
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La Picadora
YAGUAJAY

workshops created a favorable space in which professors 
from both institutions could engage in a dialogue about the 
La Picadora community and its link to Caguanes National 
Park (CNP), about 15 kilometers away. This protected area 
has a total size of 20,490 hectares, of which 90 hectares 
are marine-coastal area. For these reasons, CMR-UH staff 
made an initial trip to the La Picadora community and CNP 
in November 2016.

During the November 2016 visit, research interests and 
fundamental knowledge gaps of park specialists were 
identified, in particular, for the park’s marine-coastal 
ecosystems. Additionally, the possibility of implementing 
integrated management to consider ecotourism options was 
evaluated. An analysis of the possible synergy between the 
development project at La Picadora and options that the 
CNP could offer was also undertaken. Thus, a work plan was 
designed to advance the aforementioned issues.

In February 2017, a workshop, “Anthropology, Ecology 
and Climate Change: Exchange Of Experiences,” was 
held with the participation of professors from the Harte 
Research Institute (HRI) at Texas A&M University —Corpus 
Christi, Texas, and with the co-sponsorship of CMR-UH and 
MAM. An issue that had not been addressed previously 
was discussed— the impact that drought has on the 
inhabitants of La Picadora and the community’s adaptability 
to this phenomenon. A community spatio-temporal matrix 
was constructed to analyze the effects of climate change 

Map of Yaguajay showing La Picadora and, in 
outline, Caguanes National Park, includings cays.
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on agriculture through focus groups with the inhabitants. 
Together with the CNP staff, ecosystem services —the 
services that human populations obtain from ecosystems— 
were identified. Some results from this workshop include:

• A reconstruction of the most relevant 
ecological and meteorological events over the 
last 40 years both in La Picadora and at CNP.
• An annual plan of activities, production and 
agriculture.
• A historical matrix of wind, rain, temperature 
and hurricanes according to local experience.
• A comparison of the previous matrix with 
that of historical meteorological sources.

It is worth noting that local knowledge was very 
important for understanding both the climate changes that 
have taken place and the effects and impacts that they have 
had in the area.

As a result of the exchange that was generated and of 
the bibliography that was consulted, it is apparent that 
anthropological studies in fishing communities in the 
country are not common. This resulted in the conception 

Workshop on Environment and Climate Change
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of a research project: “Rural and Fishing Anthropology: 
Lifestyles and Adaptation to Environmental Change by 
Agricultural Populations and Fishermen Living in Yaguajay, 
Sancti Spíritus (2017-2020), which involves professionals 
from MAM, CMR-UH and CNP, and a biology undergraduate 
student at UH, whose thesis will be focused on the subject.

In October 2017, as one of the fundamental objectives 
of the project, three questionnaires were given to 16 
fishermen from Yaguajay and 19 farmers from La Picadora 
to describe their eating habits. Among the fishermen, a 
mixture of traditional elements of Cuban rural food were 
documented such as a high consumption of rice, beans and 
meats, combined with high consumption of fish, which is 
not usual among rural populations. Among the farming 
community, the main dish for festive events is roast pork 
and as a cultural practice they mentioned food preservation 
as well as exchange with other people. Evidence of the 
influence of the passage of Hurricane Irma through Yaguajay 
municipality was evidenced in both populations, given that 
this climatological event affected the availability of fruits and 
vegetables.

The nutritional status in both groups was also evaluated 
by the Body Mass Index (BMI), the risk of central adiposity 
and of non-communicable, chronic diseases according to 
waist circumference, and estimated total body adiposity. 
There was a greater frequency of overweight fishermen 
according to the Body Mass Index, with an increased risk of 
suffering from non-communicable, chronic diseases, taking 
into account their higher values of waist circumference 
with greater general adiposity compared to the farmers. 
The influence of employment type was manifested because 
farmers perform daily physical activity for their agricultural 
work, while the selected fishermen only fish occasionally and 
have different occupations that include sedentary work.

Subsequently, in March 2018, a questionnaire on physical 
activity was used and it was learned that the farmers 
performed more vigorous work, and for an average of more 
hours per day, than the fishermen. From the initial sample, 
anthropometric measurements were made five months later 
of 10 of the fishermen and 18 of the farmers, and on average, 
fishermen had higher BMI values, weight and percentages of 
fat in the second measurement compared to the first.
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The multidisciplinary link between MAM anthropologists 
and CMR-UH researchers, as well as specialists from CNP 
who actually work with fishermen and farmers in Yaguajay 
municipality, is significant. This integrated approach 
addresses the ecological interactions of human populations 
in agricultural and marine environments and strengthens 
the academia-community and institutional relationship, in 
favor of local development, promoting inclusive and mutual 
learning processes.

At CNP, the presence of lagoon, mangrove and seagrass 
ecosystems, which harbor a distinctive biodiversity, is 
highlighted. These ecosystems have been exploited and 
investigated very little. Faced with this reality, both the CNP 
specialists and members of the La Picadora community felt 
the need to deepen their knowledge regarding the integrated 
management of coastal zones and the structure and 
functioning of coastal ecosystems (lagoons, mangroves and 
seagrasses). To do this while directly addressing the gaps in 
knowledge and needs of the protected area, a posgraduate-
level improvement plan has been designed, and CMR-UH will 
be responsible for coordinating it. In addition to theoretical 
knowledge, the training will include practical aspects related 
to research methodology such as materials and sampling 
methods. The first improvement plan workshop took place 
in May 2017, and included both members of the community 

Coastal lagoon gone dry due to the effects of 
climate change.
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and CNP staff.  Some of the participants were also local 
fishermen. This course in Marine Ecology was well received 
as it combined theory with practical experiences and 
contributed to the analysis of the current situation of the 
marine-coastal ecosystems at CNP. Likewise, the park staff 
who were most knowledgeable about marine fauna provided 
their experiences and observations regarding the change in 
the composition of the ichthyofauna in the estuaries, sea 
grass expanses and lagoons present in the area.

Following the previous course, and also in May 2017, 
another workshop titled Local knowledge and climate 
change in coastal and marine areas of Yaguajay, Sancti 
Spíritus was held at the CNP headquarters. This workshop 
included participation by fishermen and other people 
linked to environmental protection and conservation. In 
this workshop, the current state of the fisheries in Yaguajay 
was characterized, the environmental and anthropic 
transformations that have taken place in the marine-
coastal ecosystems of the area were described, and close 
relationships were fostered with the fishermen of the area 
(López et al, 2018).

Field work in the Cayo Caguanes coastal area.
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The previous course was followed by another one on 
human ecology delivered by an HRI professor in coordination 
with MAM. This course, which was both theoretical and 
practical, was attended by students pursuing postgraduate 
course in Biological Anthropology in the UH School of 
Biology, together with community residents and graduates 
from various careers and institutions in Yaguajay.

In June of 2018 professors of CMR taught two courses 
one of Marine Ecology and another of Ecosystem services to 
specialist of CNP.

A special event took place in July 2017 during the 11th 
International Convention on Environment and Development 
at the Havana Convention Center. As part of this event, a 
session dedicated to the experiences described above was 
organized. Twelve works were presented that included 
theoretical topics on environment, environmental education, 
heritage and nature tourism at La Picadora and CNP, as well 
as the effects of climate change in the region. The session 
was successful, above all, because it offered the possibility of 
hearing about the experiences of La Picadora directly from 
the community leader and CNP staff. Contributions by MAM 
and CMR-UH professors and researchers demonstrated the 
positive experience resulting from the community-science-
University interaction.

International Convention on Environment and Development, where 
research on La Picadora was presented
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Directly following the aforementioned convention from 
July 7-16, 2017, a trinational (Cuba-Mexico-USA) doctoral-
level field course/workshop was offered.  This course, entitled 
“SWIM 2017: How to develop sustainable ecotourism 
practices that are resilient to environmental threats,” was 
focused around three fundamental objectives: 

• increasing knowledge about the challenges 
represented in designing conservation solutions 
in light of different realities; 
• learning how to connect conservation policies 
with the obstacles to their implementation; and 
• creating and solidifying a network of 
environmental scientists in a multinational 
context.

Six students from each country participated, and four work 
teams were set up with the objective of developing an 
analysis of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats 
(SWOT), taking into account different aspects of both the La 
Picadora community and CNP. The four work teams focused 
on: terrestrial and marine biodiversity, coastal management, 
caves and kayak routes.

Doctoral workshop organized in 2017 by La Picadora, Harte 
Research Institute, Montane Anthropological Museum and 
Center For Marine Research.
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This course represented the first time that an international, 
graduate-level experience of this type related to marine 
biology was offered in Cuba. The students visited the areas 
and analyzed their different potentials, and also interviewed 
specialists, area residents and academics. The outcome 
on the final day was a team report by each work group 
to communicate some of the results they had achieved 
through their analyses. On July 31, each team sent the 
program instructors a final written report in both languages 
(Spanish and English), and each student prepared an 
individual essay. The team reports contained an integrated 
analysis of the information that was obtained, and explained 
how the natural values of CNP and La Picadora could be 
useful for developing ecotourism products that support 
local development in Yaguajay Municipality. The different 
alternatives that students settled on were delivered to the 
CNP in Spanish.

Another relevant action, especially in the university 
context, was that, in November of 2017, a workshop 
of the Local Development Network of the UH was held 
in Havana. As part of it, the following panel took place: 
“Local development in Yaguajay municipality: Experiences 
in the rural community La Picadora and the CNP.” Different 
experiences related to the way in which local development is 
carried out in Yaguajay municipality were shared. A genuine 
space was created to validate theories, share experiences 
acquired from the practice of aspects related to nature and 
the ecological processes that take place in the municipality, 
including social behaviors, ways of life and idiosyncrasies of 
rural communities. The panel consisted of five papers whose 
titles were:

Field excursions
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• Agrotourism as a generator of environmental 
education actions in the rural community of La 
Picadora, Yaguajay, Sancti Spíritus.
• Revaluation of the industrial heritage of 
the sugar industry: Cultural tourism and local 
development in Yaguajay.
• The contributions of the Montané 
Anthropological Museum to the development 
of tourism and academic-cultural exchange in 
the rural community of La Picadora, Yaguajay, 
Sancti Spíritus.
• The community-science-university interaction, 
a unique experience in the Protected Area of 
the Caguanes National Park and La Picadora.
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• The contributions of La Picadora as a 
benchmark for municipal planning in terms 
of tourism, habitat and local development in 
Yaguajay.

At the end of the panel exhibitions, a rich and fruitful 
debate was held where the university community was 
excited to visit La Picadora and the CNP. Additionally, several 
colleagues focused on other areas of knowledge volunteered 
to contribute to the project. From there, the idea emerged 
that the members of the Local Development Network should 
visit the La Picadora community and the CNP in order to 
integrate, and generate more theoretical and practical 

Students and faculty in 2017 doctoral workshop
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knowledge for the solution of local problems. This visit took 
place in July 2018. 

The contributions of the CMR-UH are considered very 
useful and the common theme is that they place science at the 
disposal of marine protected areas and of human communities 
seeking alternatives to manage their natural resources 
sustainably. At the same time, academics and students learn 
about the particularities of the region and the lifestyles and 
traditions of the rural communities of farmers and fishermen 
in a theoretical and practical way. The synergy between the 
MAM and the CMR-UH allowed a transdisciplinary approach 
in dealing with problems related to the local development of 
both agricultural and fishing communities. It is worth noting 
that the line of research related to the quality of life and 
eating habits of fishing communities is practically a novelty 
for our country. This collaboration between both areas of the 
UH has benefited the academic peers themselves, as well as 
the La Picadora community and the CNP.
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Students and faculty in an October 2018 doctoral 
workshop in La Picadora focused on the impact of 

Hurricane Irma

The actions undertaken by the MAM and the CMR-UH 
in the La Picadora community include a socialization of 
knowledge, training, and joint activities with different social 
actors. Highlights include the organization of workshops 
and improvement courses that were carried out. This has 
increased academic-cultural exchange with the positive 
balance of involving the community

The MAM and the CMR-UH shared local development 
processes with the municipality, both contributing and 
acquiring knowledge. A significant aspect is that residents 
of La Picadora and CNP specialists identified their own 
information gaps and improvement needs. At the same time, 
this synergy is a source of practical learning for UH academic 
actors. These experiences have become a way of validating 
how and how much academia can be useful for unique, 
local development processes in the La Picadora community 
and Yaguajay municipality.
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