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Tenerife meant ‘white mountain’ to its first peoples, the three Guanche kingdoms fathered by Berber 
refugees fleeing ancient Mediterranean superpowers. And it was the eponymous snow-capped 3,715m 
peak of Mount Teide that birthed the island 11 million years ago in its present form, joining the triple volcanic 
massifs of Anaga, Reno and Adeje in a colossal eruption

of its own. Long story short: Tenerife owes its existence to the raw power of fissure vent volcanism over the 
Canary Islands hotspot, and only by the constant expulsion of mantle material does it weather the erosive 
force of wind and waves to mount the East Atlantic horizon. These forces define its landscape in the most

visceral of manners, underpinning its identity and renewing its fertile soils with a fresh eruption each century.

Shame Darwin couldn’t visit. 

The D-man sailed up to Tenerife in January 1832 only to be informed that he could not disembark- 
London was under with a cholera outbreak and the locals weren’t gonna take any risks of it jumping 
ashore. Not that cholera can jump. But Darwin could [citation needed]. And though the man complained 
bitterly of this 19th-century COVID lockdown keeping his sea-shaken legs from a volcanic sojourn, 
many, many others before and since have visited this very large rock in the sea more successfully. 1402 
saw the Spaniards come and conquer the place on their second attempt. And in 1799 Mr Alexander von 
Humboldt, explorer, naturalist, and the Darwin before Darwin was born, spent six days crossing the neck 
of the island and summiting Teide peak (before the cable car was added). 

It turns out people like visiting Tenerife a little too much. By the 1880s, the island had 3 hotels hosting 
800 anaemic British tourists a year. In the 1950s, 16 more hotels were added for the European holiday-
maker who thought it was too soon to visit Germany. Nowadays, 5 million annually flock to its shores. 
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And that does a real number on real estate when 13,000-odd non-human species are also after a patch of beach. 
1/4 of them live nowhere else but the archipelago, and they don’t tend to go down for 5-star luxury resorts. 
So from the white mountain’s dubbing as Teide National Park in 1954, 43 reserves and 27 geosites have been 
strung across the island as compensation prizes for its flora and fauna.

These are the conservation equivalent of a 2-inch plastic trophy and a smiley sticker- but we’ll get into that in 
part two.  

For now, let me just say that these places have their issues: 1200 invasive species and a 15,000ha fire this past 
month among them. But Tenerife was born in a 1000-degree furnace of molten rock, ash and noxious gases. It 
has stood through four volcanic eruptions since 1700. Its landscapes and their inhabitants are nothing if not 
hardy. And this situation can turn round. So in the spirit of Darwin, on to the complaining…
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