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Dedication

To Jesus, who gives me hope;

To my mother, who taught me to read;

and to my husband, who makes me laugh.


Foreword: Why this book?

My mother, who was my grade 3 teacher in
Camaman, an Elementary School in Cagayan de Oro, taught our class
Philippine history, which included a subject on Filipino heroes. I
don’t remember much about the others, but I vividly recall her
lesson on our national hero, Jose Rizal, who was a brilliant
polyglot, writer, medical doctor and patriot. One lesson that stuck
in my memory was Jose Rizal’s proverb, “Ang hindi marunong
lumingon sa pinanggalingan ay hindi makakarating sa
paroroonan.” I can still see my mother standing in front of our
class wearing her trademark A-line, knee-length dress uttering
those words with much respect for the man. She did not explain its
meaning, probably assuming that it should be evident to
eight-year-old kids. It was not apparent to me, and I would mull
this proverb over and over, wondering why someone who forgot where
she came from could not reach where she was going.

In my late 40s and having lived away from the
Philippines for half of my life, I am now beginning to partially
grasp what Jose Rizal meant about looking back so you can get to
where you want to go. (I would like to emphasize the word
“partially” because I will never know exactly what was in his mind
when he said it. He belonged to the 1800s, and I am interpreting it
as a woman in the 21st century.)

This book is a way of my looking back and coming
face-to-face with who I am. Cagayan de Oro is the place where I
grew up, played and worked half of my life. It is the town where I
formed friendships that have withstood time and distance. It was
where my parents nurtured me and my nine siblings. It was where I
first saw my husband. It is where I feel rooted and where some
people still know my name.

Part for nostalgia and part due to love of
history, I thought of creating this book that will tell my story
and the stories of other people who have made this place their home
and have shaped the City of Gold. After all, their stories are my
stories and yours as well. How many times have we passed by Wadhu’s
Store? Haven’t all of us rode the motorela? And what about
those Modtrade shirts? We paired them up with Levi’s jeans, and,
girl, we thought we were hot! For the young at heart in the 1980s
when RK was the radio to listen to in town, who had not heard Lady
Love and wondered whether she was as lovely in person as she
sounded on the airwaves? Every time we take a bite of the
pan-de-sal, the memory of Ah Fat, who made the bread a
byword in Cagayan de Oro, is never far. When we cross the Lapasan
highway, we can see Capitol University, founded by the late Mrs.
Gloria Laureana San Pedro-Rosales, who shaped the future of many
people in Cagayan de Oro especially the thousands who have
graduated from her working student program. Everyone in this book
has directly or indirectly touched our lives.

They have certainly enriched mine. I have met
the most gracious people in undertaking this project. I was
pleasantly surprised and humbled by the graciousness of Henry Tan
of Modtrade, Dr. Fe Rosales-Juarez, a daughter of the late Mrs. San
Pedro-Rosales, and Biema Cruz-Along of The Mindanao Star.
Felix Go, nephew of Ah Fat, and his family showed me hospitality
when I visited them in Lapasan. It was our first time to meet, and
yet they opened their home to me. The discipline and the sense of
dignity of Col. Leonardo Hernando and the late Abelardo Queppet
engendered a sense of respect within me for the generation that
fought in WW II, so we can have the freedom we enjoy now. The “oro”
in Cagayan de Oro is not found in the riverbanks or in the
mountains but in the heart of its people.

When I undertook this project, I did not think
about the difficulty of doing it from a continent away. I live in
Vancouver, and the people in my stories are in Cagayan de Oro. I
was so eager that I forgot to take into account the distance and
the amount of money and time that would be involved. I plodded on
with it for a few years and would not have reached the finish line
if not for the help of a few good people. I would like to thank my
precious friends, Imma Rae Dagapioso-Gatuslao and Dolly Ilogon, who
pointed me to the right contacts; the fearless Grace Albasin, who
interviewed some of the people in this book and always delivered on
her commitments; and my dear niece, Vanessa Gorra, a thinker and
writer, who patiently obliged my many requests. Please accept my
deep gratitude.

To my faithful friend, Jesus Christ, whose
interventions allowed me to connect with all the people I needed to
meet in my last visit to Cagayan de Oro; to my mother and teacher
Natividad de Castro Gorra, who instilled in me love of country and
love of books; to my husband, Benny Rago, who gives me space to
write and has never once asked that his needs come first before my
passion; and to the Kagay-anons who love our city, this book is
dedicated.

To all those who would read it, I only have one
simple wish and that is you would, hopefully, enjoy the stories and
find in them the richness of our heritage. And, maybe, one day, we
may figure out where we are going and get there.

—Ann Gorra


City of Gold: Where in the world is
Cagayan de Oro?

By Ann Gorra
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PHOTO CAPTION: Cagayan de Oro is becoming
known for its whitewater rafting adventure in the Cagayan de Oro
River, quite appropriate for a city with a name that is believed to
mean “a place with a river.”

The daughter of my close friend, Dolly Ilogon,
visited me and my husband this summer in Vancouver on her way to
the United Kingdom. When she learned that I was publishing a book
of stories about Kagay-anons, she
suggested that I include a view of its history. She has often been
asked by her friends in San Francisco, CA what “Cagayan” stands for
and she could not give them an answer.

I thought it was a good suggestion, and this is
my attempt of giving the readers a summary of what I have heard and
read about our city.

Cagayan de Oro is located in Mindanao, one of
the three islands of the Philippines. The city sits at the northern
tip of the island facing the Bohol Sea. It is bounded by hills in
the south and other communities and cities on the east and west.
Its population is between 700,000 and 900,000 people and is one of
the fastest growing cities in Mindanao. It is an hour and
twenty-five minutes by air from
Manila.

The origin of Cagayan de Oro’s name has two
versions: one the romantic and the other historical.

The romantic version proposes that the word
“Cagayan” comes from kagayha-an which means “place of
shame.” It is told that a tribal chieftain who lived on the eastern
side of Cagayan River sent off his son to his enemy, a Muslim datu,
to draft the terms of war. The young prince was conferring with the
datu when he noticed a lovely daughter “peeping from behind a door
looking at him.” The boy was smitten and proposed marriage. The war
never happened and the chieftain’s warriors, shamed that they
didn’t get a chance to fight, dispersed, vowing never to return to
this shameful place, henceforth known as “Kagayha-an.”

The historical version could not be further from
the romantic.

Dr. Antonio J. Montalvan, one of the authorities
on the city’s history, wrote that, “[according to] Father Miguel
Bernad, S.J. of Xavier University, cagayan comes from the
Malayo-Polynesian word ag, which means ‘water.’
Ag is present in words like agus (flowing water),
agusan (place of flowing water), and kagay (river).
Thus kagayan is ‘place with a river.’ ”

In my interviews with the old-timers in the
city, they recalled the city as being called Cagayan de Misamis
before it became Cagayan de Oro in the late 1940s. The de
Oro was appended to it in the belief that there was gold in the
area. This led to the monikers of “City of Golden Friendship” and
“City of Gold.”

Imma Rae Dagapioso-Gatuslao, supervising tourism
operations officer and officer-in-charge of the City Tourism and
Cultural Affairs Office of Cagayan de Oro, says that one of the
early names of the city was also Kalambagohan after the tree
known as lambago that used to line the banks of the Cagayan
River. It was along these treed river banks that the city’s first
commercial district such as the wet market and trading post
developed.

As to which was the true
origin—Kalambagohan or Kagayha-an or Kagayan—I
will leave it up to the city’s historians to debate.
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