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Kenyan artist Bankslave completes a graffiti called “Dakar Vision” painted by French artists Lezzart and Laec on a wall of the maison de la culture (house of culture) Douta Seck in Dakar during the festigraff, a urban culture festival. — AFP 

A flock of ostriches is seen at a farm on the outskirts of Havana. — Reuters

From breeding miniature cows to
importing water buffalo, Cuban lead-
ers have long gotten creative in their

effort to remedy food shortages. Now, they
are proposing ostrich and rodent farms as
an answer, prompting ridicule from a
weary population. Meat and eggs have
become hard to find in the Communist-run
country in recent months due to a declin-
ing economy. Meanwhile officials are tout-
ing the potential of the flightless African
bird and the hutia, a rodent native to Cuba
that can weigh up to 8.5 kg (19 pounds).
“An ostrich lays 60 eggs, and of those you
get around 40 chicks, and from these 40
chicks per year you get four tons of meat -
whereas a cow just gives birth to one calf
and after a year it’s only a yearling,” said
Guillermo Garcia Frias.

Garcia Frias, 91, holds the honorary title
of commander of the revolution as a former
guerrilla in Cuba’s 1959 revolution and
heads state company Flora and Fauna that
is developing seven ostrich farms. He spoke
at a roundtable discussion broadcast on
state TV last week. He lavished praise on
hutias for their “level of protein higher than
any other meat” and “high quality pelt,”
noting his company was also breeding
crocodiles.

His comments have prompted sarcastic
memes and jokes that have gone viral on
social media since Cuba’s food schemes
have often failed to fulfill expectations. In
one meme, a Cuban arrives home with a
live ostrich he got via the state ration card.
In another a flock of the birds from Cuba
arrives at the Mexican-US border seeking
asylum.

Cubans also joked the state might give
them an ostrich per household, as it did
with chickens during the deep economic
depression of the 1990s following the fall

of former benefactor the Soviet Union.
“They should be focusing on chicken, a
basic foodstuff that has disappeared,
rather than something so unusual,” said
Elizabeth Perez, 22, a law student who said
she hadn’t been able to find chicken in the
supermarket for a month. Ostriches are
already farmed around the world, particu-
larly in South Africa. In the United States,
the bird is often served more as a novelty
than a staple. The red meat is said to
resemble lean beef, with a gamey flavor.

For some, Garcia Frias’ comments
recalled late leader Fidel Castro’s genetic
engineering project to produce high-yield
dairy cows. His cow Ubre Blanca or White
Udder is in the Guinness Book of Records
for the highest milk yield by a cow in one
day: 110 liters (29 gallons). Her offspring
were not as productive so the experiment
petered out. Cuba imports 60 to 70 per-
cent of its food because of inefficient cen-
tral planning of the state-run economy and
the effect of the decades-old U.S. trade
embargo.

But the country has also had to cut
back on imports over the past three years
due to cash shortfalls resuling from prob-
lems with its deals with former and current
leftist allies, in particular declining aid from
crisis-stricken Venezuela. Whenever chick-
en arrives at supermarkets in Havana these
days, long queues quickly form and do not
peter out until the stock is exhausted.
Communist Party leader Raul Castro on
Wednesday warned the economic situation
could worsen in coming months as the
United States further tightens its sanctions
on the island although it would not become
as dire as in the 1990s. — Reuters

Ostrich, rodent on the menu
as Cuba seeks food miracle

For 56 years, Louis Mofsie has danced with his
troupe, making Native American heritage
shine and ensuring that age-old steps live on,

even if their tribes of origin may have forgotten
them. Born in Brooklyn 82 years ago, the director
of the Thunderbird American Indian Dancers-
which he founded in 1963 — is a native New
Yorker who only saw Indian reservations on trips
out West. The son of a Hopi from Arizona and a
Winnebago from Nebraska, he was still passionate
about Native American culture as a young man,
quickly looking beyond his tribal ties.

“We went to different reservations, and we
danced with the people and we learned the songs
and we learned the dances,” recalls Mofsie, who
also learned from the large Mohawk community
that lived in Brooklyn. “We put these all together,
and then we all came back here to New York. And
it kind of grew from that,” he explained. The goal
at first was to “bring those different styles of danc-
ing to New York so people here have an opportu-
nity to see these-without having to travel all over
the Southwest.” 

These were purely social dances, since ritual
or sacred dances traditionally are not to be
danced or even seen by anyone outside a tribe.
Though he carefully avoided that pitfall, Louis
Mofsie had “troubles” early on.  “Real troubles,
because he wanted to share the Indian culture
with a large audience and some people in his
community were opposed to it,” says Crystal
Field, Artistic Director of Theater for the New
City, where the Thunderbird performs every year.
“Every culture that’s oppressed draws into itself
and then you are the enemy. They’re protecting
themselves that way.” 

Sometimes inter-tribal, often presented at pow
wows, large community gatherings, Mofsie’s cho-
sen dances focus on nature, mainly wildlife, such as
the Robin dance, which celebrates the arrival of
spring. The step is often supple, even airy, like a
series of bounces alternating to the rhythm pound-
ed out by percussion instruments and songs. It’s
not a couple’s dance, even though women and men
practice; the sequencing recalls a bit of swing, or
even traditional rock, which has the same fluidity.
Louis also fondly remembers his meeting with the
famous American choreographer Martha Graham
and his Mexican counterpart Jose Limon.  “Many
of their dances were influenced by native American
dances,” he says. 

‘Make leaps’ 
In the series of shows each year by the

Thunderbird at the Theater for the New City, an
institution in Manhattan’s East Village, Mofsie
takes care to contextualize the dances, which if
they are not sacred, make sense. “The important
thing for us, too, is to explain what all these dances
are, what they mean, because what people have
seen on television and movies just looks like a
bunch of people jumping around,” says the octo-
genarian who still leads a troupe of 20 dancers.
“These dances all have an origin, stories that are

part of it. That’s important to us, too.”
The old dances intermingle steps that evoke the

history of Native American people and their strug-
gles with the white men altering their way of life
forever. One of them refers to the federal govern-
ment’s forced assimilation policy from the 1870s to
the 1960s, which sent thousands of Native
American children to boarding schools outside
reservations. Mofsie is delighted to see more peo-
ple who are deeply interested in Native American
culture, as evidenced by the series of shows that
was packed.

But he is more concerned today about the
preservation of this cultural heritage, which he
knows is fragile. “Some of these dances, I think,
they’re no longer” danced. “I think it’s important
for those dances to be kept alive so that’s what
we’re doing,” he told AFP.  Mofsie would like them
to be cataloged and documented in video, for gen-
erations to come. He collaborates with the
American Indian Community House, an inter-tribal
organization based in New York, which has a large
collection of documents. But so far nobody has
sought to inventory the dances fully, including in
images-not the AICH or the National Museum of
the American Indians, part of the Smithsonian
Institution in Washington.

A specialist in Native American heritage at
Washington State University, Lotus Norton-Wisla,
who helps community organizations in their
archival work, says he has never heard of such a
project. Mofsie thinks about the troop, which is
getting older, even though some young people
have joined him. “With the influences that young
people have today with television, ipods, and
everything else, it’s very hard to keep this going,”
he said. — AFP

When traditions fade, Native 
Americans dance to remember

Thunderbird American Indian Dancers perform at the
Theater for the New City in New York. — AFP photos


