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    To the Herbolarios, past and present, who keep the ancient wisdom alive, and to the communities who find enduring hope and healing in the earth's quiet resilience.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: The Old Man and the Garden 
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​The air above Sitio Kasuy, a forgotten cluster of homes clinging to the hills outside the bustling city, never smelled of exhaust or factory smoke. It smelled, purely and powerfully, of damp earth and crushed leaves. This was the signature scent of Mang Protacio’s domain.

​At seventy years old, Mang Protacio was less a man and more a moving root. His skin was the color and texture of sun-baked clay, his back permanently bowed from decades spent tending the soil, but his eyes—deep, bright, and sharp as any surgical tool—missed nothing.

​His house was a modest, time-worn structure, but its backyard was a vibrant, sprawling, unauthorized pharmacy. It was a riot of green chaos: sambong for colds reaching shoulder high, low-lying mats of pansit-pansitan for gout, and in the shaded corners, the delicate, feathery fronds of tsaang gubat for stomach ailments.

​This garden was not merely a hobby; it was the anchor of Sitio Kasuy. Mang Protacio was the community’s oldest resource, their primary doctor, and their fiercest advocate. He was the Herbolario, a title that sounded quaint and superstitious to those in the city, but here, it was synonymous with life.

​One sunny afternoon, Mang Protacio was hunched over a patch of Lagundi, carefully selecting only the darkest, most mature leaves. He was preparing a batch of the community’s most trusted multi-purpose remedy—the blend that gave the title to his secret: Pito-Pito.

​The Pito-Pito, a traditional seven-herb infusion, was Mang Protacio’s masterpiece. It typically included a foundational seven: Lagundi, Bayabas (Guava), Banaba, Pandan, Sambong, Tsaang Gubat, and Balingbing (Starfruit), though he often varied the proportions based on the specific ailment. It was a democratic cure, available to anyone, regardless of their purse. For the poorest residents of Sitio Malaya, whose meager earnings vanished quickly on rice and shelter, his free consultations and potent infusions were not charity, but necessity.

​Just as he finished filling his basket, a woman named Aling Rosa approached the fence, her face etched with worry. Her youngest son, Junior, was clinging to her leg, his small cough ragged and deep.

​“Mang Protacio, I apologize for disturbing your work,” she whispered, twisting the hem of her apron. “Junior’s cough... it’s been two nights now. And the fever is rising.”

​Mang Protacio set down his basket, his brow furrowing with gentle concern. He knelt slowly, placing a cool hand on the boy’s forehead.

​“The heat is high, Aling Rosa, yes,” he confirmed, his voice a low, comforting rumble. He didn't ask about money or insurance; he asked about the symptoms. “Do not fret. It is the lungs struggling.”

​He went straight to a clay pot containing a simmering decoction. It was thick, cloudy, and smelled intensely earthy. He carefully ladled a dose into a small, repurposed glass jar, then gathered a fresh handful of the crucial seven leaves for her to boil at home.

​“This will break the fever and soothe the irritation,” he instructed. “Give him one spoonful every four hours. And use only clean water—the purest you have. This is a gift from the earth, and you must treat it with respect.”

​Aling Rosa's shoulders visibly relaxed. “May God bless you, Mang Protacio. The city clinic wanted me to pay for the initial visit alone, and then the strong syrup...” She shook her head, unable to afford the escalating costs of modern care.

​“The earth provides for all, Aling Rosa. Go, and boil the rest immediately,” he said, waving off her thanks.

​As he watched her hurry away, relief on her face, the familiar, bitter pang returned to Mang Protacio. He had saved a child, as he had saved hundreds, yet he knew his methods were seen as irrelevant—or worse, dangerous—by the powerful people in the government and the pharmaceutical companies.

​His heart swelled with a singular, unfulfilled dream: that one day, the government and his own people would truly see the value in the green gold he protected. That the simple, powerful Pito-Pito would be recognized as superior to the synthetic pills pushed by greed and politics.

​But Mang Protacio was about to discover that the world of synthetic medicine wasn't just overlooking him; it was preparing to set up shop right on his doorstep.
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​Chapter 2: A History Etched in Leaves
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​Mang Protacio finished checking his garden, carefully watering the patch of Banaba (Lagerstroemia speciosa), whose purple blossoms belied its power to regulate blood sugar. He treated every plant as an ancestor, because in a way, they were. The knowledge he held was not earned in a classroom; it was inherited through centuries of observation, passed down through the family line.

​He retreated to the small, dusty silid (room) at the back of his house, his private sanctuary. Here, under a single flickering fluorescent bulb, his history was chronicled. Instead of paper, he relied on tools: a heavy, chipped mortar and pestle from his great-grandfather, a collection of stained measuring spoons, and dozens of meticulously labeled glass jars containing dried, pulverized herbs.

​He ran a calloused finger over the worn, wooden cover of a massive, leather-bound book. This was his father’s legacy, a meticulously handwritten volume of herbal remedies. It wasn’t a scientific journal; it was a case record catalogue of patients, symptoms, recipes, and outcomes, all noted in fading, elegant script. It described how his grandfather used Bayabas (Guava) leaves to sterilize wounds long before the invention of antiseptic sprays, and how the ancient Pito-Pito blend was adjusted during the Spanish Flu epidemic. This was the true, unstandardized science of the earth.

​“We do not need machines to see the truth, Apo,” his father had once told him, tapping his chest. “The truth is in the damo (grass), and in the sight of the healed.”

​A sudden noise from the front of the house shattered the silence of the sanctuary. It wasn't the usual gentle foot traffic of a sick neighbor; it was the aggressive roar of a large diesel engine—a truck, judging by the heavy rumble that shook the windowpanes.

​Mang Protacio slowly left his silid and walked to the front window. What he saw made his blood run cold, confirming the fears that had always haunted his dream.

​Directly across the dusty road from his own humble home and teeming garden, a brand-new, starkly white building stood. It was all concrete and glass, aggressively modern and completely out of place in Sitio Malaya. A large, garishly painted sign was bolted to the façade.

​"SITIO KASUY COMMUNITY HEALTH & WELLNESS CENTER: Powered by PHARMACORPS."

​A gleaming, white van bearing the logo of the massive, nationwide pharmaceutical company—Pharmacorps—was parked outside. Workers were unloading boxes upon boxes of supplies: vials, blister packs, branded informational posters, and glossy banners promising "Fast, Effective, Modern Relief."

​A young man in a clean, crisp white doctor's coat stood supervising the commotion. This was Dr. Ignacio, fresh out of medical school and assigned to the new government-subsidized clinic. He looked stressed, slightly disdainful of the poor, dusty surroundings, and utterly confident in the contents of the boxes being unloaded.

​Mang Protacio looked across the road—at the symbol of synthetic efficacy, big budget, and political endorsement—and then back at his hands, stained green with the earth’s own medicine.

​The shadow he had always felt—the powerful force of the corporations and politicians—was no longer vague. It had materialized, stark and bright, right on his doorstep. The battle for the hearts and health of Sitio Malaya was about to begin.

​
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