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 Prologue

What is this book about?—a question one asks,
I suppose, of any book, and for which one looks at the front or
back-page matter to provide a clue. After all, why should one
bother to read it, let alone buy it, if it is of no interest or
value?

Most books give some baiting information
without giving away the plot details. Unfortunately, this book
cannot. Why? Because you are part of a social experiment.

Certainly you can cheat, by jumping ahead, or
you can trust me, and yourself, and follow the linear structure I
have provided: Read Part 1, as a novel, as it is indeed, which will
then be explained in Part 2. See if you twigged….

Part 1 simply narrates with some insight and
drama the lives of two families, one Protestant the other Roman
Catholic, in the rural Philippines. That’s about as much as I am
going to tell you for the moment.

This book, at least its thrust, has been in
the making for 30 years. When I finally returned to it 2017,
hopefully for the last time, to put forward the idea that had
burned indelibly in my heart and mind, I realized I had encountered
a tautology—or perhaps I was barking up the wrong tree.

My essential problem now became to show how
an idea, a mental perspective, could be actually operationalized,
and across generations. So I set out to write a vignette for Part
1—which turned into a 120 page mini novel.

You will enjoy Part 1, as a novel, and
flounder in Part 2, but with persistence all will encircle and
become clear.
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Part One

 


 Chapter
One

 


Surigao City

 


 


Numerous small towns dot the Pacific coast of Surigao
del Norte. Each serves small-scale agricultural activity in their
immediate hinterlands and function as small inter-island ports. The
main transport and haulage system is by sea, with boats ranging in
size and power from small two or three-man pump-boats or outriggers
(banca), to much larger ones that carry over a hundred
people and goods between local islands, and so-called ‘super’
liners that traverse routes between the larger islands such as
Cebu, Samar, Leyte, and to Manila.

Agricultural produce consists of coconuts and
copra, corn, cassava, camote, pineapples, bananas, potatoes,
garlic, timber, and rice, cultivated mostly on small landholdings,
as little as 2 hectares.

Despite its relative isolation, the
north-east coast of Mindanao has been open to in-migration and
cultural influences primarily from the Visayas, and has an annual
average growth rate of 4.3%.

The primary language of the population is
Surigaonon, a dialect of Cebuano—although natives of Surigao swear
that Surigaonon is a distinct language; certainly people outside of
the locality, as close as Butuan 123 kilometres by road, have
difficulty understanding Surigaonons.

Most of the population is Roman Catholic.
Recollects, Jesuits and Benedictines established their evangelical
base in Surigao; even so, for many years Surigao remained a
Christian ‘outpost’.

Surigao City, the capital of Surigao del
Norte Province, is located at the north-eastern point of Mindanao.
It lies at the entrance to Surigao Strait—the passage through which
the first Spaniards came to the Philippines. It is the largest city
and major regional centre for Eastern Mindanao. With a population
of over 150,000, the City occupies a flat site on a small peninsula
located at the mouth of the Surigao River. It is surrounded by
green-leafed coconut hills, saturated by December to February
rains, and visited by occasional typhoons.

The original City was small, laid out in a
classical Spanish grid pattern, with a small plaza complex, with a
largish church and bishopry on one side, the municipal office
opposite, the barracks to the right and a school on the left, with
the ubiquitous park (invariably called Rizal Park after the Spanish
had vacated the Islands) in the centre. Elite houses clustered
around this central area in former times; few houses of the Spanish
era, with their wooden frames and shutters, remain in the City,
having been usurped over time by commercial establishments. Many of
the more affluent Surigaonons now live in new Village Subdivisions.
In any case, there were never many elite families
(principalia) in Surigao, as the region did not generate
sufficient money for anyone to be very wealthy, nor was there much
space in this swampy city for large houses. Generally, the past
elite consisted of small merchants, Spanish friars, Crown
officials, civil and military personnel, and descendants of
destierros (exiles).

Surigao City is predominantly rural, with 60%
of total land area devoted to agriculture. Rice—harvested twice a
year—is the main agricultural product, followed by coconuts for
their flesh and milk and for copra as a cash crop.

Corn is cropped only once a year, and often
suffers serious loss because of the generally heavy clay soil-type.
Root crops, particularly camote and vegetables, do well in the
conditions of the region. These crops, plus products from fruit and
banana trees, usually on individual house lots or mountain lands,
are plentiful and are used as a supplement to or substitute for
rice. The majority of cultivators are tenants working less than 2
Ha., while the majority of owners cultivate less than 3 Ha.

Cattle are scarce in Surigao, most meat being
brought in from outlying regions or other islands, and is thus
expensive. However, pigs, chickens, ducks and goats are plentiful
and relatively cheap.

The potentials for off-shore and deep-sea
fishing are left to small-scale ventures and to individual
families. Fish is cheap and in ready supply at the local markets,
while some of it is exported to other parts of Mindanao, Cebu,
Manila and Japan.

The 29 mainland barrios of Surigao City are
accessible by generally good roads, with national or provincial
highways of concrete running through many barrios on the way to
Manila, utilizing a vehicular ferry between islands. Buses ply
these routes to distant towns and municipalities, whilst jeepneys
service intermediate locations. Motorized and rather noisy
tricycles service the poblacion and nearby rural barrios
such as Rizal.

Ferries and pump-boats of various sizes, as
noted above, service the island barrios of Surigao City; whilst
larger passenger-cargo vessels provide a link to Cebu, Manila and
other lesser places of both Mindanao and the Philippines
generally.

Generally, little manufacturing occurs in
Surigao. In 1985, there were 27 manufacturing establishments
engaged in small scale or ‘cottage’ industries. Most of these
employed less than 5 people each. But mining is a major activity.
Numerous small scale mining operations, usually family
undertakings, operate south of Surigao City. while nickel mining on
Nonoc Island occurs. The region's main metals are gold and
nickel.

The labour force participation rate is about
92%, with 7% unemployed and 20% under-employed. Many of those not
economically active are women and/or students, suggesting a high
dependency ratio.

There is a predominantly young population and
a dependency ratio of 0.74 to 1.7, with a natural population rate
of increase of 15 per thousand. Overall fertility rates for
Northeast Mindanao, which includes Surigao City, have been
increasing for most age groups; these rates are higher than the
national average; and there are about 5.29 persons per
household.

There are two high schools in the city, one
private, and two private colleges, and a Trade School and Nursing
College. The public hospital is about a kilometre from the City’s
centre and in woeful condition; patients need to bring their own
bedding and food. Opposite is a more endowed private hospital, and
there are plans for more to be built.

While tourism is very limited there is
nevertheless a beautifully quaint hotel, The Tavern, near
the port area, with grand sea views, dismal service and mostly
pathetic food. It was built well before WW2, and in fact the
Japanese used it as their local Headquarters. The owner, now
deceased, had plans to refurbish and extend it. A few boarding
houses of sorts, pensions, of doubtful quality, accommodate
the undiscerning.

Some social problems in Surigao City include
under- and un-employment; malnutrition; over-population; low
education standards; housing; health and sanitation, including
water, sewerage and drainage. Water is neither safe to drink nor
supply reliable in Surigao. Hydro-generated electricity is often
below full strength by the time it reaches Surigao from Iligan
City, and is frequently disrupted altogether—some say that coconuts
fall on the power lines and bring them down.

Although Surigao City is a shipping point for
copra and abaca, and is linked by road with a number of inland and
east coast settlements, its development has been overshadowed by
other towns and regions. In fact, Surigao's history is a strange
mixture of both development and underdevelopment: it basically
developed as a fishing and agricultural town, whilst also providing
safety for the missionaries. Serving its hinterland and the small
scale mining of the area, it developed accordingly; but its full
potential seems to have been thwarted on a number of occasions,

Although neither Surigao City nor Rizal
barrio are exceptional cases of high fertility in the Philippines,
some of the aforementioned problems can nevertheless be attributed
to an expanding population. Social services and public utilities,
employment opportunities and housing have failed to keep pace with
public demand arising from both in-migration and high natural
fertility rates.

A concrete highway of two carriage-width runs
south out of Surigao City, aiming for Butuan 123 kilometres away.
About 2 kilometres out there is a spur of equally good quality that
winds through several barrios to and along the north western sea
side, culminating in the Lipata ferry terminal that services ships
to Manila and other major ports.

One such barrio, Rizal, a large one, perhaps
2-3 kilometres from the City centre, is dissected by the
thoroughfare. It is one of 53 barrios of Surigao City. Like many
other rural communities within the ambit of a City, Rizal has no
special relationship to the urban sector. As part of the City's
hinterland there are, of course, the routine interactions in terms
of buying and selling, kinship, employment opportunities, and
access to education; but generally there is limited political and
State involvement in the barangay. The rural inhabitants sell
agricultural produce in the poblacion, some attend school or
work there; and a few times a week, if not daily, they purchase
food items from the poblacion market and other consumer
items from a generally large array of stores. When necessary, and
often with a sense of apprehension, the rural folk locate and deal
with State institutions in the poblacion; such official
interactions are often mediated by urban kin.

Rizal barrio itself is a very large and
scattered settlement, consisting of seven sitios, or house
clusters. In fact, some years ago Rizal barrio consisted of nine
sitios, but two separated to form barrio Ipil. Rizal is now
basically triangular in shape, each side being about 2 kilometres
in length, giving a total area of 4 square kilometres, or
approximately 500 Ha.

But a barrio with seven sitios, and a
population of 2,913 people in total, is large for the rural
Philippines. The average is two or three sitios and a
population of about 900, with the houses clustered in discernible
large groupings. Barrio Rizal has 413 households, about twice the
number of other rural barrios in Surigao City, with an average of 7
persons per household. But there is a relatively high child
mortality rate, whereby almost every household is directly affected
by the death of a child.

Although Rizal is not comparatively
exceptional in its fertility pattern, there is nothing to suggest
that it will effect a decrease in its rate of population growth or
total population. Rather, indications are that more people are
coming to Surigao, particularly from Leyte, rather than migrating
out, and this may tend to compound the already existing poor
employment and agricultural opportunities. The dependency ratio,
too, may also be adversely affected.

Not only is Rizal large, but also the
sitios are far apart, and within some sitios the
houses are distant or clusters are small and widely separated,
generally nestled into the foot of small hills, the flat valley
floor being used for agriculture. In Rizal one can discern small
house clusters separated by considerable distances from each other,
and numerous isolated houses dotting the rice fields. All this is
overshadowed by hills covered with bush and coconut trees.

Despite this apparent geographical
‘disunity’, social and kinship interaction within Rizal is
frequent, giving the barrio a certain social and political
cohesiveness and unity—generally evident in many rural Philippine
barrio-communities.

Rizal itself is dominated by one particular
‘mountain’ of about 150 feet in height, from which one can see
outlying areas, and as far as the poblacion and the
seascape. From this vantage point one can readily observe the
layout of the region: spanning both sides of the highway are the
many scattered houses and the few clusters, and thus one can
discern how physical distance itself, both between sitios
and within Rizal, may affect social interaction and participation.
In the main, social interaction occurs along kinship lines. In
fact, kinship seems to dominate the structure and network of
Rizal.

In recent years newcomers have built their
dwellings along the highway or at cross-roads, and most recently
have begun to encroach into the old rice fields; but older
residents are not always on familiar terms with such new arrivals.
In some cases the older inhabitants are uncertain of the name or
character of the newer residents, despite some new arrivals having
kin in Rizal. But a closer look at Rizal shows that, despite a
diversity of interests and geographical distances, the barrio
presents as a relatively integrated whole.

Rain-fed rice is the major crop. Land is
generally divided among a few large landholders and a number of
smaller landowners, ranging from one hectare to the largest of 23
hectares. Tenants, and relatives of small holders with whom there
is some kind of tenancy relationship, made up the bulk of
households until recently, but now salary workers are moving in.
Land is also held or worked in other sitios and barrios by a
few residents of Rizal.

While rice growing is still important in
Rizal, for both home consumption and for sale, coconut (copra) is
also a significant source of cash income. Animals, too, are still
important in Rizal, with pigs, chickens and carabao the more
numerous. Wage-labour is also an important and increasing source of
income, whether this be in the fields or in salary occupations,
along with some self-employment such as being a trike or jeepney
owner or driver.

Many of the children, although young or still
in school, help parents with various chores, as has been
classically described throughout the literature on the economic
value of children, That is, they assist with the farm work—building
walls, tending animals, weeding, harvesting, and especially
planting; fetching water and firewood, running errands; and even
selling ice-candy, as well as looking after siblings, cooking,
washing, etc.

While it is difficult to say how wealthy the
people of Rizal are, quite a few have sufficient resources from
which to derive a comfortable living. Land is an obvious factor,
and those with the largest tracts of cultivated land generally have
relatively high incomes. On the other hand, there are residents
living in hovels, working as casual labourers or tenants, who eke
out a meagre existence. Such is the life of rural Surigao.

This moral community accepts a common
framework of rules, which allow some moves and forbids others;
within this framework there is tacit agreement about what is
valued, worth having and competing for. Often competition or
conflict within a community occurs within status categories, and
revolves around people either competing to remain equal, or around
people trying to stay just a little ahead of a competitor.
Competition takes place between people who are equal, or almost
equal to one another. A gross difference in power or status usually
has the effect of putting people so far apart that they cannot
compete, although they may use one another.

In daily interaction, therefore, people are
constantly maneuvered into their respective status categories,
placed within the local social system generated by underlying
normative values. Status, then, means not merely an aggregate of
moral point-scoring, nor a stratification system of consumption,
that is, lifestyle; it is also a matter of social patterning,
having practical implications, and from which one develops a sense
of self-worth and identity.

This suggests a certain homogeneity that
exists between members of the same community. Although members of a
community may be unlike one another, and in recognition of this
simplify their social universe by allocating one another to a
usually small number of statuses, they also share an allusive,
laconic system of communication, and conceive of themselves as an
entity, regulated by rules and standards of morality, and ranged
against a non-moral world outside.

Despite class divisions and status
differentiations, a moral economy, a normative culture of norms,
values, expectations, behaviour patterns, etc, underpins most
relations within the barrio. One cannot ignore the meaning barrio
folk give to their acts. It is these norms, symbols and ideological
forms that provide indispensable background.

People of Rizal act in the medium in which
they live and breathe within a realm of commonsense knowledge, of
their taken-for-granted landscape, giving a partisan meaning and
coherence to the community, to local history and to their personal
history. Implicit is shared, commonsense knowledge of what is right
and who is who within bounded social relationships.

There are large orders of meaning and
coherence that human subjects 'know' but have no need to verbalize
in the taken-for-granted world of daily discourse. Such knowledge
and shared meanings are embedded in the pattern of every-day
activity, and are only specified when their expression through
performance becomes problematized. Such variations in
interpretation may arise according to age, status, gender, wealth,
religion, etc.
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 Chapter
Two

 


The Valdez Family

 


 


Wenico was born into the Protestant Valdez family of
Barrio Rizal, Surigao City, some 33 years previously. His father,
Raul, was a high-school teacher of mathematics, and his mother,
Ann, two years junior to Raul, was a music and social sciences
teacher. Raul also had a passion for history and antiquities and
thus was a founding member of the Surigao Heritage Centre, while
Ann undertook private music teaching.

Raul was a rather smallish man, perhaps 5’4”,
slender, with short black hair parted on the left and receding on
that part of his temple. He had a small face that made his ears
look large, and behind rimless small spectacles were small
bead-like eyes separated by a short and rather straight, sharp
nose. His face, always clean-shaven and mildly brown, was slightly
triangular, ending in strong boney jowls and a small squared chin.
He generally wore freshly pressed pants of conservative colours,
and commonly a barong of different styles, some with a
frilled front, others more plain and simply buttoned. But he was
not adverse to wearing khaki shorts, a cotton shirt and thongs—or
slippers as Pinoys call them—during his free time.

Ann similarly wore casual but neat clothing
of cotton dresses of only one colour or another, with flat shoes,
and at home khaki shorts and a cotton blouse that covered her slim
small frame. She was indeed quite petite at only 5’1” and generally
demure, although when she placed on her attractive face some
black-rim reading glasses she could look as formidable as any
teacher. She had an equally small face to match that of Raul, with
soft features, a short nose, and eyes that shone with youthfulness.
Her hair, black of course, was unstyled and reached to her
shoulders. Her skin was smooth, of a soft bronze hue.

Wenico was 6 years younger than his sister,
the eldest child, Grace, and 3 years junior to his brother, Joseph.
They lived together on about 5 hectares of mostly rice lands, with
some coconut trees that provided coconut milk and flesh as well as
copra, that contributed a little to their income.

But Raul was not a farmer. He and his own
siblings had inherited the land after his father passed away, and
he was elected guardian by his two siblings to oversee the asset
rather than divide the land among them and diminish its economic
value—involution, as the anthropologist Clifford Geertz called it.
Regularly he apportioned any income from the palay and
coconuts, as well as any small income in cash or kind from the few
ducks and pigs that roamed the farm. But the technical work he left
to a tenant at a reasonable rent, for apart from being fair and
having a strong sense of responsibility to his fellows, he saw
little point in exploitation that would only foster hostility,
resentment, possible sabotage, and low productivity.

Raul also contributed as he could to help
build the local Protestant church in the adjacent barrio, Tuboran.
As a result of being a founding member and diligent attendee at
services he was well respected, and was assigned a senior role in
the congregation’s management. All these activities kept him—and
his wife, Ann—busy.

For Ann’s part, she was one of only three
daughters of Miguel Morales and his wife, Palau, both of them
Protestants. As long term land-owners out past the Surigao airport,
they had extensive holdings of rice and corn fields, which they
leased to tenants, and collected coconuts for copra processing.

As their own children grew up Raul and Ann
encouraged them to pursue their individual accomplishments along
the lines of what interested them—what might be termed a
‘calling’—but, being practical and wise, also directed them into
secondary careers that they could fall back on in times of need.
Their eldest daughter, Grace, readily took to music, not surprising
given the almost daily renditions her mother presented. Indeed, she
seemed to have developed an even greater passion for music in so
far as she learnt to play the piano and violin, and later tried her
hand at composition. But she also took her parents’ advice and
studied accounting, saying that both occupations were given order
by mathematical principles: that there were patterns in both music
and accountancy that had a certain mathematical consistency and
predictability to them. The latter was in deed useful, at times,
for although she was generally successful in her musical
endeavours, there were times in a small provincial city when
artistic credentials and skills were not always in demand, and thus
she could readily pick up part-time or casual accountancy work with
a firm or in her own private capacity. She was indeed
entrepreneurial.

Her younger brother, Joseph, took the path of
becoming a printer, undertaking what he could learn at the local
Trade School—or technical college—and then as an apprentice at a
local newspaper and general publisher. But there were limited
opportunities for his talents in the province, so, making his way
to Manila, he landed a job with prospects at the Manila
Times, where, at times he was encouraged to be also a
journalist. But his main passion was for printing, which he saw, as
did his sister, as having a systemic or mechanical pattern to it,
as well as an artistic one: arranging ink on paper, bringing to
life the stories he was delegated to set, he had a two-fold
satisfaction with each publication.

As for Wenico, he was encouraged by his
sister to pursue accountancy and business issues, for which he
seemed to have a natural talent, and also eventually become
involved in local economic and political matters, perhaps
developing a social conscience from his mother’s interest in social
issues and Raul’s interest in history.

The Valdez family had a modest income, which
encouraged a certain frugality, but not a stinginess; after all,
they had three children to raise, and out of charity took in a
poorer cousin as a maid, whom they also financed in completing her
secondary education. They budgeted carefully, paying what was
necessary, and putting aside a little each month for those
unforeseen events that invariably occur and with which they had
seen so many of their neighbours struggle.

The house was on the large side, having
expanded over the generations, made of concrete blocks with a tin
roof, with four bedrooms and a sala, of course, with tiled
floors. It was tastefully decorated with a mix of Spanish and
classical Filipino furniture, some of bamboo, with modern
conveniences of a TV, microwave, and a large cooking stove, with a
smaller one in the ‘dirty kitchen’ at the back, where most
day-to-day meal preparation was undertaken. It was not luxurious
but comfortable, and tastefully furnished. One luxury they did
allow was air-conditioning in the sala, which they might all
occupy on very hot days and nights.

But, as a trade-off for this luxury, Raul
instilled in the family members not to waste things: food, money,
time, water, power… He instructed his children from a very early
age such that it became automatic to turn off lights and fans and
other electrical devices when they were not in use. Indeed, he had
made a game of it: when each of his offspring was barely two years
old and he still carried them he would lift them up to the light
switch to press it off, or raise them to the fan cord and get them
to tug it to the ‘off’ position. And they consistently feed their
food scraps to his tenant’s chickens and pigs. Their time was
usually scheduled, but allowed ample time for games and idleness
that children engage in, and both Raul and Ann made concerted
effort to amuse, and be amuse, by their growing children.

Overall, the house and surrounds were not
overly ostentatious, but reflected the hard work and planning the
family had engaged in over the generations and the fortunes with
which they had been blessed. Perhaps it was modest
ostentatiousness, but not deliberately so to present the family’s
social status, but rather a reflection of divine blessing,
or religious status. Raul and his wife agreed that the
extravagances that Catholic Filipinos engaged in for certain
rituals—and here they commonly focused on baptism and compadrazgo
(god parenthood and the kumpare/kumare system of ritual
kinship)—was rather wasteful.

“It’s all show,” Raul had said often enough.
“It’s about showing how much money you have…”

“You mean, how much money they can borrow and
be in perpetual debt”, Ann interrupted, with a disapproving
frown.

“Yes, and how much they can convince their
friends to contribute,” Raul agreed. “But as I say, it’s social
positioning, elevating one’s position, if only temporarily, showing
off; I don’t mean in a smart way, like a smart-alec, but it’s
mayabang, pretentious. It’s a waste.”

“I tend to agree, dear, and as much as I
disapprove of it, on such an extravagant scale, from an
anthropological point of view, it does redistribute
wealth.”

“Ha ! You mean it feeds quite well half the
barrio for a day instead of their bland daily intake of rice and
fish.”

“Don’t be a snob, Raul,” she reprimanded him
demurely.

“I’m not a snob, Ann. I’m just saying it
should be in moderation and not involve going into excessive debt
simply for a birthday party. There are better ways to create and
share wealth, more effectively. If, for example, you have some one
who is successful, because they don’t waste, and who can then
employ people to give them a livelihood, isn’t that better?”

“Yes, my dear, I agree. But perhaps…

“There are no butts about it, Ann. This whole
activity is about social positioning rather than having a position
in the divine plan of things, about showing your relationship to
God,” Raul retorted, taking a stronger stance than he usually did.
“This display of borrowed wealth is nothing but social positioning,
it’s self centred, a positioning of oneself in a network of
like-minded people, who simply take advantage of supposedly free
food, it’s not of our recognition by God, of a divine
position, as bestowed and chosen.”

“Don’t you think it’s the same? When we have
a birthday party for one of our children, or the baptisms we had
for each of them, aren’t we showing everyone our status, showing
off…?”

“No, not all. We are modest about it, we
don’t have half the barrio attend. For Catholics it’s more a
social event than a religious one. Perhaps you forget, Ann,
baptism is an outward act of obedience and a willingness to
demonstrate spiritual re-creation of the soul, to wash away
original sin, to enter into a covenant with the Lord, not one of
supposedly guaranteeing entry into Heaven.”

“I know, Raul, my love, it is not essential
for salvation, but for us it requires a confession that Jesus
Christ is a personal Lord and Saviour and that the participant
agrees to the teachings of the church that he or she is
joining.”

“Well put, Ann. Take note, children,” who sat
listening to this enlightenment, and not for the first time. “And
that is why we leave baptism until the child is old enough to
decide for him or her self,” conveniently overlooking that few if
any children ever object.

“Not like the Catholics, diba, among
whom baptism is done to simply wash away the original sin, and they
even have ‘emergency’ baptism for a sick child who may die. For
them, baptism is almost a guarantee of entering Heaven…”

“Well, at least a prerequisite,” Ann
interjected.

“…Whereas for us,” continued Raul,
disregarding the interruption, “as Protestants, it is the first
step in developing a personal relationship with our Lord.”

“Amen,” added Ann.

“And we don’t do it to show off to other
people; we present our wealth and ability as a gift from God, that
he has afforded us this blessing—but it’s not a gift in the strict
sense, but a blessing that we have to continuously show that we are
worthy of. And we don’t borrow money to necessarily finance it. In
any case, whatever the use or effect, there are more important
things to spend money on…”

“Like Melody?” Ann again interjected.

“Why, what happened to her?” Melody, to whom
they were referring and no doubt a Catholic, ran a small
sari-sari located on the highway that ran through barrio
Rizal; it was perhaps a 10 minute walk from the Valdez residence,
and oftentimes Ann would stop there on the way home to buy a small
item such as chilies, vinegar, soap powder, and the like. Melody
was unmarried and had two children, aged 6 and 8.

“It was her daughter’s birthday last week,
that’s why her store was closed for three days.”

“Good grief !” Raul exploded. “Why would it
take three days to celebrate a child’s birthday, and at the cost of
closing the store, losing all that money…?”

“The child, Tahany, wanted to go to Water
World in Manila…”

“Oh my, that would cost a fortune !”

“Yes. So Melody convinced her just to visit
her lola in Manila, but even that would cost the bus fares
for three people, and of course birthday food, you know, spaghetti,
noodles, a cake…”

“Yes, I know the kind. So how much was even
that ?” Raul enquired.

“She told me it cost altogether six-thousand
pesos, and she used the money for the store’s stock.”

“Good grief. And so now she has no money to
buy more stock to sell and make more money for everyday needs?”
Raul exclaimed.

“Exactly. But it gets worse. When she got
back she found that the refrigerator had broken down, she had
overloaded it with items and set the temperature too low, so it
couldn’t cope, and the motor stopped.”

“Can it get any worse?”

“It does.” Ann gave a little chuckle at
Raul’s dismay, but by no means at Melody’s expense. “She had no way
of saving the frozen food in the fridge, mostly hot dogs. And why?
Because, although she used to have an ice-box that she may
have been able to use, when she got her current refrigerator she
let he kids play with the ice-box and they broke it. So, she had to
cook and eat the food as much as she could, sell it at a loss, or
give it away. And guess how much the repairs to the fridge would
cost?”

“Six-thousand…?” It was like knowing the
answer to a ridiculous joke.

“Exactly.”

“Exactly, indeed. It exactly proves my
point.”

“So, in the end, she had to borrow the money
for another new refrigerator, because the repair man said it was
not worth fixing the old one, and also borrow money to replenish
stock.”

Raul just shook his head as much as in
disbelief as in regret. “They don’t think, they don’t plan. So some
kid’s whimsical tirade cost them a pretty penny… It reminds me of
the Navarro birthday party a few years back. They didn’t have a
centavo to their name, and five kids to feed and educate. Their
daughter, Jenna I think, turned twenty, but she had a boyfriend, a
foreigner, who would foot the bill for a party. That was about
seven thousand, with about 50-plus people attending.”

“Well, at least he could afford to pay for
it,” Ann said hopefully.

“Yes, indeed, for sure he did. But… That’s
not the point. That money could have gone some way toward building
a house on the land he had bought for her. Now do you see what
would be more important?” he asked rather rhetorically to his three
children who had been listening to the unfolding of these
stories.

“I would like a birthday party, papa,”
rejoined Grace, and with which the two younger boys cheerfully
agreed.

“Certainly, Grace. Because birthdays are
times when we show our love and appreciation of you and your life
that God has bestowed. But in moderation, my children. Moderation.
No need for a wild fling costing a fortune that can not be
afforded, that sends you into debt, but a quiet, simple
acknowledgement of everyone’s appreciation of you as a person, for
being with us, and for appreciating God for his gift of life and
opportunity. Yes?”

“Yes papa,” they chorused.

“Good. Because you know what I always
say….?”

“Waste not, want not,” they again responded
in unison.

“Exactly ! Asceticism—that’s a big word,
children. And it means one should have austerity, have
self-discipline and restraint.”

In line with a life of frugality, but one
that did not necessarily entail going wholly without, the Valdezes
also had a modest car that seated 7 people, which was used daily
for transport to and from the parents’ work places and dropping off
one or more of their children at other destinations. Thus there was
an economy of scale in its use.

Nevertheless, both Raul and Ann were
insistent on all of them getting healthy exercise every day in the
evening by walking up the dusty track to the main road, stopping to
chat briefly with any neighbours who may be ‘lazing about’ their
own porches or in the street, as Raul often thought of them. It was
fine to rest and relax, he thought, but one should make use of the
time by reading, or tending casually to a garden, playing with the
children, getting exercise…; but simply to sit idly by and gossip
seemed rather unproductive. For Raul and Ann believed that every
day was a unique gift from God and that no one day more than others
imparts special merit by its observance, that each day should not
be wasted. And, on Sundays, of course, they walked the kilometre or
so to the Church.

They all lived and the children grew up in
this peaceful and loving environment that followed a general
routine and a discipline that was neither harsh nor easy, with the
parents fostering a self discipline and industriousness amongst
their offspring. They generally arose early and breakfasted
together with a light meal, saying a quick thanks-giving to the
Lord for a prospective fruitful day, and each headed off to their
respective schools with packed lunches. Neither of the parents
believed in spending money every day for lunches, although at times
this was permitted for want of circumstances. But the parents did
believe in providing their children with budgeted pocket money
according to their age, so they could learn the value of money and
relative gratification in spending or saving it.

The evenings were spent as many Protestant
families did: catching up on any daily events, forthcoming needs,
preparing for the next day, relaxing or playing, talking to
neighbours, and ensuring the children completed homework. Evening
meals were taken together as much as circumstances would allow,
again with a small prayer. Raul did not believe in a heavy handed
approach to pushing religion onto his children, or anyone for that
matter, but had confidence that faith would be developed more by a
kind of social osmosis and by example. Religion was serious but
need not be burdensome, indeed, it could be sociable and jovial
within limits. But it also needed to be systematic and not overly
ritualistic; religion was for every day standards and modes of
conduct, not just remembered and celebrated on special occasions.
It must be a guiding principle for approaches to life situations,
not draconian, but flexible.

The most focused religious training the
children engaged in was the weekly attendance at the Church on a
Sunday, followed-up by 40 minutes of Bible reading and discussion,
commonly followed by an afternoon of socializing with various
members of the congregation, any one of whom may sponsor an
afternoon tea or have some kind of modest blessing, such as a
baptism, birthday, marriage or funeral. All of these were
customarily slated for late morning or early afternoons, and never
before Church, which started promptly at 10am.

Such events were rarely large events, mostly
limited to members of the congregation and similarly-minded
neighbours or friends, as each congregation member knew that such
occasions were frequent enough for any one of them to be included
in several, and therefore had no sense of exclusion if not included
in any particular event. Besides, it was more frugal to have
smaller numerous occasions across which congregational members
could spread their expenditures.

Thus for each of Raul’s and Ann’s children
only one set of godparents were enjoined in the baptismal ritual,
and fewer than 20 members were invited to the social function
thereafter. Often baptisms or birthdays would be celebrated with
another Protestant family on whose day the event also occurred. No
doubt Raul thought that there was efficiency in sharing the burden.
But by no means were they dull affairs. In keeping with the
Protestant value of displaying wealth but without outrageous
ostentation, little was spared in ensuring such rituals were well
appointed with food, music and beer.

Raul drank moderately, and usually only on
these social occasions; he was not one to be drunk, nor need to be.
Life was good, for himself, his wife, his children, in the service
of the Lord, but all in moderation. It was a steadfastness to
self-discipline, industriousness and frugality, and the belief in
one’s own abilities and self esteem that motivated him, along with
his co-parishioners, that God had bestowed upon them a hereafter
life at His side. Apart from these values, what the Valdez family
and co-parishioners believed was that it was necessary to plan;
there was little point in having virtues and values if one could
not apply them in a concerted and rational manner.

These views he imparted, by words and
actions, to his children: to believe in one’s own self worth and
abilities, to accept one’s limitations and to work to overcome
them, and to show all with whom one came in contact that
genuineness, responsibility and diligence would be the face of God
and would support one in this life to eternal life.

These views were generally agreed upon and
supported among those whom family members mixed. To act frugally
and responsibly, to present achievements as the result of one’s own
work and discipline, often deferring gratification for a greater
outcome.

In time Wenico grew up and duly attended
College. While studying he courted a girl two years younger than
himself, Lennie Taboso, whom he had known for several years through
their Protestant pastoral activities. Len was the eldest child and
only daughter of her parents’ three offspring, living in the
Calderon Subdivision that one passed on the way from the City to
Rizal. Her father and mother, Emilio and Edna Taboso, jointly owned
and operated for many years a merchandizing store in Surigao City,
which they had over time expanded to include a modest
supermarket.

It was almost natural that Len and Wenico
would marry, she at age 26, and he at 28, in a modest ceremony,
several years after graduating.

They had agreed that both had to finish
college first, which meant waiting an extra year or so for Lennie
to graduate and ensconce herself firmly in employment.

“We can wait,” Wenico had said. “If we rush
it, it will be expensive, because we will have to repay any
borrowings, rent a place in the city, supposedly; and delaying
marriage will also help to delay having children until we are
firmly settled.”

“I agree, darling,” Lennie had responded.
“But you think not being married stops us from being intimate?” She
coyly looked at Wenico with a smile.

“No, that’s ok, but we need to be responsible
about it. I mean, you shouldn’t get pregnant before marriage, and
certainly not before graduation and secure employment. We can
wait.” She did not argue with him because she agreed.

“And how might we avoid pregnancy, Wenico?”
Here she wanted to assess his attitude toward children and
contraception. She was certainly sensible about their use, and
there was nothing in her upbringing that forbade artificial
contraceptives.

“We can use various types, Len, whatever we
are comfortable with.”

“The rhythm method, dear?”

“You know that’s not very reliable Len.” He
continued: “Besides, our families would expect us to live
independently. It’s not that they object to us being somewhat
supported by them, if need be, but the feeling is, I think, they
would want us to be self-sufficient. And I don’t want to be a
burden to my parents, or yours.”

“Yes, darling. But we know they will always
be there for us in case of need.”

They set the marriage date for a few weeks
after Lennie’s graduation, and before she was to take up a position
in a local bank, for which she was more than qualified, and had
been highly recommended by her kin and congregation members. Wenico
was already employed in an accountancy firm.

The wedding was held at their nearby
Protestant church, of course, and therefore involved the whole
congregation, as it followed the Sunday mass. Everyone, of course,
was invited to the subsequent reception, although Raul and his
family knew that not all would be able to attend, for at least its
whole duration. Most gave their blessings to the couple and their
families, some gave a small gift. The festivity was held at the
Valdez home which was spacious enough to accommodate for the
afternoon about 50 people who did wish to be more involved. There
was, of course, an abundance of food and drink, and several large
tables had been borrowed and placed strategically throughout the
dining room and sala, as well as outside, along with the
ubiquitous plastic chairs, but the focus of the family members was
a large polished dining table in the sala.

It was, in relative terms, a grand affair,
but for which the Valdez and Taboso families had had ample time to
prepare; it was more grand than a baptism. For although children
were highly valued, this congregation placed a good deal of
emphasis on the notion that, without a couple in harmony children
would not be possible, or, if children were born out of wedlock
then perhaps they would not be best suited to reflect God’s
plan—but nevertheless accepted.

A few of the ladies from the Church, closer
friends of the family, assisted with the catering requirements, and
as is Filipino custom, there was much merriment, music, jostling
and joking. Also, as was culturally customary, food was readied and
consumed quickly as the initial occupation for the occasion—after
all, it was by now well into lunch time. Each table or group said
their own brief Grace.

Of course everyone was dressed conservatively
in their Sunday clothes, and although they roamed about the
compound and in and out of the house mingling with various groups
at the five or so tables arranged, each of them tended to anchor
themselves at one chosen table or another. The ladies and young
women generally wore fittingly cool dresses of single colours, and
flat shoes, with limited cosmetics and adornments. Older children
were tasked in overseeing younger ones, who were generally
well-behaved. The husbands and young men wore cream or pale-blue
long-sleeve barongs, many with a central frill or
embroidered design, dark trousers and polished shoes.

Rather than karaoke the Church’s band had
been enlisted to play select tunes in a quiet manner, to which
couples variously danced or swayed, with some organized group
dancing. Both young men and women were free to ask, commonly shyly,
another for a particular dance—a Filipino way of match-making, at
which there was at times much laughter, gossip and speculation.

Throughout the afternoon and early evening
few neighbours other than those already associated with the Church,
attended; most were shy to do so. The three or four who did come by
to offer their congratulations were of course welcomed and invited
to eat, but felt out of place, even though they knew the Valdez
family. They were dressed in every-day clothes, generally of jeans
and T-shirt and thongs, and knew few of the Protestant congregation
that had gathered for the occasion.

After about an hour of eating and talking,
congratulations and other merriments, the Pastor stood on the steps
of the house, and with some help from Raul and his underlings
gathered together the congregation present for a short sermon and
blessing. It was interesting to hear, for one of the central
features was how newlyweds were to serve God.

“Ladies and gentlemen, brethren, sisters, and
children, we have all attended the sermon today and the wedding
ceremony, as you have witnessed, so I need not belabour the great
beauty this officious occasion brings forth for the glory of
God…..This union between Lennie and Wenico, as with all our own
unions, fulfills God’s plan for a married couple to work together
in the Lord’s name, and to bring, within wedlock, as part of that
grand plan, more servants of God, who all, through their
responsibility, planning and industry, will show the virtue of
God’s design….”

The speech continued for some 10 minutes
along similar lines, adding the blessings and support of the
congregation present, and thanking the Lord once again in being
able to celebrate this union of souls in His divine wisdom and
plan. The crowd did not weary, being used to and affirming the
discipline and devotion they held.

As the festivities came to a close at about
6pm Wenico and Lennie were given a send-off to the Tavern
Hotel in the city, with views of the bay. They would go by boat
to Bohol via Cebu the next day for a ten day holiday and honeymoon.
Returning in due time they would stay at Raul’s house until they
could find their own place, which they considered would be in
Surigao city; indeed, they already had negotiated a possible small
house in Sabang, within a short distance of the city proper.

 


***

 


It was two years after marrying that their
first, and for the time being only, child, was born: Alexia, who,
as this narrative unfolds, was now three years old.
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 Chapter
Three

 


The Garcia Family

 


 


In Ambiona, a neighboring barrio, about 2 kilometres
to the north of Rizal, Alberto Garcia and his family lived on 2
hectares of rice land, at the foot of a small mountain which was
lush with coconut and banana trees.

Alberto, one of 6 siblings, was, at age 54, a
small man, barely 5’2”, wiry, with a boney face that set his eyes
into deep sockets, and his hair, cut very short, looked more like a
small toupee sitting atop his smallish head. He had wide feet and
dark skin from walking and working outdoors much of his life in
ragged clothing of trousers and shirt; and although he was usually
quiet and serious, he was generally kindly and had a good sense of
humour, especially when he had been drinking tuba, the local
cheap liquor.

His wife, Lala, had given birth over the
years to 7 children, each barely 18 months between them. In fact,
she had had 9 births in total, but 2 of the earlier ones had died
soon after delivery; she and Alberto thought they must keep trying
for children as proof of God’s blessing, and to prove her
fertility, thus breaking what seemed to them a curse or the
displeasure of ancestral spirits, for it was commonly held among
Alberto’s kin that Lala had only married him for his land.
Implicit, of course, was that Alberto’s ability to propagate was
not in question, for, apart from being an insider, he came from a
long ancestry in
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