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To Aunt Luz and my mother, Ofelia.

Rest well. Your stories live.





Don’t neglect me

Don’t ignore me

Don’t lose a single drop

Of my body

Matan-ayon, from the Panay Bukidnon epic Derikaryong Pada (The Golden Medallion)
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Prologue: the binukot

Tonight is a night for stories. A wedding has been sanctified, the clans have gathered.

Maria is here to remind them that there is much to remember and to celebrate. Only she knows all their community’s tales by heart, and this is one of the rare occasions when she is called upon to share them. It is 1941 and the news from Manila is pregnant with war. The Japanese will soon march on the islands to overthrow the Americans. But not tonight; tonight, they will be undisturbed. The crowd waits patiently under a clear sky outside Maria’s house, many of them children who have never heard these stories before.

Maria sits inside, surrounded by her sisters and daughter. They rub her long, wavy hair with ylang-ylang oil, a robust fragrance that lingers in the humid air. Ylang-ylang flowers release their fragrance at night, a fitting symbol for Maria, who was never exposed to daylight in her youth. She is a binukot, secluded in her girlhood, kept away from the sun and the eyes of village folk, exempted from all work. Her only task: to remember her people’s stories.

For her luminous complexion, they call her the Noonday Star. Her hands are soft and delicate, her skin pale and almost translucent, unweathered. Her attendants guide her feet into abaca slippers. Maria has never walked on mud or stones; her soles are pink and tender. A headpiece made of polished Spanish coins goes on top of her woven headband, a multi-layered chain of the same around her waist. They tinkle with her softest movements. She lifts her thin, wrinkled arms into the black blouse she wove and embroidered herself. Each stitch depicts a symbol: the curling green tendrils of a fern, the red outline of a roselle and, the most significant, the eye of the dove – a cluster of diamonds with a point in the centre; the ancestors are keeping watch tonight.

Maria was my great-great-grandmother. This is the story of how I found her and how she found me.

The women in my family have always been storytellers: my grandmother Viring would terrify us children with tales of sinister creatures lurking in the banana grove next to our Manila home. Even my mother, who had enough to worry about in living under the Marcos dictatorship without inventing new beasts, could sometimes be persuaded to tell certain stories from her childhood – and when she did, we were rapt. But it was my Aunt Luz, an anthropologist who wrote everything down, who first introduced me to the story of Maria Masinda Dalida and the indigenous practice of the binukot.

Maria’s life, I learned from Aunt Luz’s research, traversed three colonial occupations. She spent her youth in the mountains of Batan with her Panay Bukidnon clan during the last century of Spanish rule (1800s); she lived in her husband’s home town of New Washington, Aklan (then called Fonda Lagatik) in her early adulthood during the Philippine revolution against Spain and the early years of the American era (1890s to early 1900s); and she spent her final years under Japanese occupation. Her last year of life, 1945, marked the end of the Second World War and the eve of Philippine independence. My mother’s generation still remembers the ancient matriarch, so revered that families vied to host her in their homes, to scent her hair with ylang-ylang oil and listen to her stories.

Batan is in the south-east of Aklan, which is one of the four provinces of Panay island in the Western Visayas region of the central Philippines. Maria’s people, the Panay Bukidnon, lived mostly in the mountains where these provinces meet. Despite her indigenous origins, Maria’s forename indicates that she was a Christian. Spanish missionaries had been in Panay for three centuries before her birth, by which time almost everyone had been converted from animism (the belief in a supernatural force infusing all of nature). But Maria’s community held on to many traditional practices. Her surnames, Masinda and Dalida, are not Hispanic in origin, which means they pre-dated the surnames assigned by the Spanish in 1849. Her kinfolk called her by her ‘mountain name’, Ebe, whose meaning eludes us now. And she was trained in the art of storytelling – specifically, recounting the myths of her indigenous ancestors.

These myths are poems, epic in length, sung by specially appointed members of the community, traditionally women, usually binukot. The trilogy Hinilawod (named after a river in Panay originally called the Halawod) consists of 29,000 verses that take thirty hours to recite. It is just one tranche of the Sugidanon or ‘told stories’. Maria would have known it by heart. She wouldn’t simply have had to memorise the words, she would have known the music to each epic, too: the right vocal register in which to sing, the melodies and the phrasing. And she would also have learned to hold the attention of her audience. The recitations are serialised over several nights, so a binukot needed to know when to speed up the narrative and at what point in the evening to leave her listeners with a cliffhanger to make them return the following night.

At first glance, like many other mythologies, the stories of the Sugidanon feature male gods and heroes questing for wives, feuding over territory, sailing on golden boats. But on closer engagement, the central figures are actually women, who catch the eyes of male gods and then outwit them, who rescue male heroes and restore peace, women who quest and trick and bewitch and ensnare. The men fade into the background of these tellings; it is the women who emerge as the protagonists.

Women like Matan-ayon, who, abducted by a lecherous god, transforms herself into water every night to evade his advances. And Nagmalitong Yawâ, who rescues the demigod Humadapnon, trapped in an island cave by legions of enchantresses. A recurring character is the female arch-deity Alunsina, a goddess who walks out of Heaven and her marriage – one of the few figures in the whole pantheon capable of resurrecting the dead. Unlike Helen of Troy, who causes a war in which she never participates, or Penelope, held hostage in her own home by aggressive suitors and waiting helplessly for the return of Odysseus, these women take matters into their own hands. They remind me of the women in my family, who, when faced with the difficulties of occupation, colonisation, unfaithful or violent husbands, poverty, displacement and even war, did not just flounder helplessly, but found ways to survive and thrive.

These mythological women, apart from Alunsina, have one more thing in common: they are all binukot, tellers of their own stories.

In the real world of my Panay Bukidnon indigenous ancestors, binukot like Maria were chosen at the age of three or four, based on their beauty, to become keepers of the community’s myths and culture. The binukot in Panay Bukidnon society were elite: mothers and wives of rulers, community arbiters, healers. They even had priestly status, serving as conduits between the earthly, the divine and those inhabiting the layers in between.

Maria would have been housed in a separate dwelling from her family, fed, clothed, educated and exempted from manual labour. Her parents must have had means to raise a binukot; only the well-off could spare family members from agricultural or domestic work and provide the trappings of the high-maintenance routine of the binukot: a retinue of mentors to train her; servants to bathe her in the river at night and to dress her in the finest garments; brothers and attendants to carry her around in a covered hammock so that her feet never touched the ground and her face never saw the sun. Usually this was an investment that paid off when binukot reached marriageable age: they commanded large dowries or bride-gifts for their reputed beauty and their vast repertoire of knowledge and skills. They were also valued in the community as living connections to a heritage that preceded subjugation and impoverishment under three successive eras of colonial rule.

How then did Maria, a treasured binukot from the mountains of Batan, come to marry a lowlander, my great-great-grandfather Tinoy? They were from two distinct communities: Tinoy and his clan were migrant settlers from the north of the Philippines, while Maria was native to the region. How did they even meet, given Maria’s seclusion? The answer lies in the then-common practice of lowlanders seeking brides from high-status upland tribes: it was a mark of prestige to marry a woman who had been secluded and steeped in her community’s lore. Tinoy was a wealthy man and would likely have paid Maria’s parents a huge dowry in land and livestock to marry their binukot daughter, although some elders recall rumours that he rallied his kinsmen and took Maria by force. Both could be true. Or the barriers between lowland and upland communities may have been more porous then than they are today. Panay Bukidnon elite were seen as being of equal stature to affluent lowlanders. This equivalence in social status would disappear over time, to be replaced with prejudice against indigenous communities clinging to their ways of life.

Maria and her husband had five children. I am the great-granddaughter of Goyong, one of their sons. They raised their young family in New Washington in the 1880s, in a house with windows that opened out to the sea. Tinoy managed farmlands and a fishing fleet, while Maria had her own business weaving traditional clothes from pineapple-leaf fibre, a cottage industry that Aklan is famous for even today. Years of isolation had made her into an expert weaver and embroiderer, crafts that she passed on to apprentices in a longhouse where she kept seven looms.

Though Maria was from an era in which women were mostly consigned to domesticity, I was delighted to discover that my great-great-grandmother had a livelihood and an independent income. Had she possessed enough money to repay her dowry, she would have been free to divorce her husband according to customary law, although Catholic doctrine and Philippine law forbade it. In some ways, this is more than the lot of many Filipino women today. She was also, despite receiving no formal education, literate and numerate, thanks to her binukot training.

Her female descendants would not all be so lucky. When Maria’s son Goyong broke his marriage vows, his wife Huyang did not have the right or the means to divorce him. Huyang’s sister, an unwed mother, was stigmatised in a deeply conservative Catholic society, after 300 years of Spanish rule. My grandmother Viring, Goyong’s daughter, was bright, but only her brothers were given further schooling; she did not even have a trade, such as Maria’s weaving, to fall back on. By the time my mother Ofelia and Aunt Luz were young women, in the 1950s, their family had been living in poverty for a couple of decades. They were, at least, able to get an education and move away, as many Filipino women did during this period. The binukot practice in Aklan had died out with Maria’s generation. After all, what use were stories to a community struggling to survive? Myths could not put food on the table or stop the soldiers at the door.

To me, the myths of the Sugidanon are not just entertaining tales. They speak of survival, ambition, revenge, love, hate, heartbreak, kinship, sorrow and renewal: everything that the women of my family also went through. They provide a link to our past, to a time before new faiths and laws supplanted older ones, before we lost touch with our roots. None of these stories had been written down and therefore none of them were considered history – at least this was what indigenous Filipinos were told over four centuries and three occupations. That, having no recorded past, we were a people without one.

No one in my mother’s generation spoke about the binukot or the Sugidanon, so I’ve had to reach further back. A thread here and there, woven together to form a tapestry of the stories of the women of my family, and the stories of the women before them: goddesses and heroines, mothers and daughters, wives and mistresses, witches and demons, all of them storytellers, whether trained as binukot or not. This legacy is Maria’s gift and I am its custodian. My task is to preserve these stories for the women to come; to celebrate our heritage and voices, which so many have tried to suppress; to remember, to honour, to sing.

Maria hums a soft tune to prepare her voice for several nights of storytelling. She rehearses the options in her mind. Should she recount the story of Derikaryong Pada, the golden medallion that sealed a marriage pact and caused a war between clans? Or maybe the hilarious tale of Amburukay, the witch who trapped demigod Labaw Donggon into marrying her through his own foolishness?

Maria emerges and silence descends. Her attendants lower her onto a rattan hammock suspended from the eaves and she rocks gently, as if on a boat skimming the sea. Her people arrived by sailing to these islands, and all the stories point to this provenance: golden boats, sea caves, underwater realms teeming with creatures. The rhythm of the hammock rocking merges with the cadence of her voice.

She is aware that she is probably the last woman to keep these stories, at least on this island. She has lived through two revolutions and is about to live through a world war; her kin have dispersed, pushed towards the mountains or into the poverty of the cities. This could very well be her final performance. She opens her mouth and begins.

The origins of rain and thunder

We begin with a story of heartbreak.

You and I, we are accustomed to the omnipotence of men, mortal or divine, whose desires power all of creation.

This is not that kind of story.

In this story, two beings exist together in a formless universe, each a god of unspoken provenance. Neither came before the other, neither caused the other one to be. They just are. Tungkung Langit and Alunsina love each other, and together they inhabit the heavenly realm.

Tungkung Langit makes it his mission to impose symmetry amidst chaos. He sets the regular movements of heavenly bodies, he determines the shape of water, land and sky. He has a magnificent vision for an ordered universe and he toils tirelessly to make it a reality. Every day he leaves home to work on his creations; soon, his absences stretch to weeks and months.

Alunsina sits at home waiting for his return. She, too, is a god, yet here she is, idle, lonely and purposeless. What is her husband doing, and why does he not involve her? She combs her long, black hair and sends the breeze to spy on Tungkung Langit. She must know what he is up to.

When he learns of this, Tungkung Langit explodes in anger. Why should Alunsina be jealous? She does not want for anything, she is spared from all work, he provides everything she needs.

This ungrateful woman must be disciplined and banished.

Alunsina weeps, wounded by her husband’s unjust fury. She, too, is a god, not merely a wife. She, too, has dreams.

If he wants her gone, she will leave. She will go where she is valued.

Time passes and Tungkung Langit regrets his outburst. He has worked so hard to create a perfect universe, but what does it all mean without Alunsina?

He searches the heavens, but cannot find her. He turns Alunsina’s comb and jewels into the moon and stars to entice her to return, but it does not work.

Alunsina never returns. When she left Tungkung Langit she ventured into the land of mortals, where she began another life and family. She fell in love with Datu Paubari, ruler of the River Halawod, and bore triplet sons: Labaw Donggon, Humadapnon and Dumalapdap, who would grow up to be revered forefathers of Pan-ay.

The deeds and adventures that her descendants perform will run through the tales sung by the women in this community, women including Maria Masinda Dalida.

It is these women who will remember and celebrate Alunsina, The Unmarried One, Peacemaker, Mediatrix, Mother to All, who defied a husband and walked away from Heaven. She, too, was a god.

As for Tungkung Langit, he sits alone in the heavens to this day. When the rains fall, those are his tears. When it thunders, that is Tungkung Langit sobbing in heartbreak.




Carla

In 2020 millions wept in front of computer monitors and phone screens, unable to say goodbye to their loved ones in person. I knew how they felt. In 2011, seven years after I left the Philippines for England, I too had said goodbye to one of the most important people in my life from behind a screen: my mother, Ofelia. In 2019 my Aunt Luz, her sister, also died. They had been the last living members of that generation of my immediate family. The bridge to my past had collapsed.

It turned out not to be a single burst of rain, but a storm. The same year Aunt Luz passed on, my British husband, Andy, also died.

Andy was the reason I’d stayed in England. I had intended to study for a year or two before returning home to Manila. This was the gentlest of paths leading out of the country, unlike the forced migration of Filipino labourers and domestic workers seeking relief from poverty and violent conflict. My own exit was meant to be a sabbatical and an adventure, not a permanent severing from home. Then I met Andy and realised that there was no going back, that my home from now on would be London.

After Andy’s death, I found myself running an inventory of every choice I had made up to that point. Leaving, staying, the oceans and pavements that had brought me here, disconnected from a family, a country and a past.

As a migrant, the sting

















	I could carry on sitting in my grief, reading and re-reading the Sugidanon and my mother’s and aunt’s memoirs in an obsessive loop. It would be comforting and diverting, and it would keep me occupied, without any further plan of action.

	I could put everything away in a drawer and leave it there in the past, where it perhaps belonged. I could re-join the present and focus my energies on the day-to-day challenges of widowhood and a post-pandemic world.

	Or … I could follow these stories wherever they led me. To move forward, maybe I needed to unravel a mystery that would speak to my own experience of loss and displacement. My hope was that in exploring the tales and the community from which they originated, I would also unearth my family’s history. I would travel two roads and let the intersections reveal themselves.
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