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Notes on Text

For the record, all the names of the people mentioned in this book are fictional. There are two exceptions. One of them is a public figure, the Mayor of Aliaga. The other is a local villager and friend who is happy about my using his common name.

In writing this book I have chosen, for ease of reading, to dispense with the customary use of citations when discussing anthropological theories, and to make use instead of a section-by-section list of Readings at the end of the book. Since the absence of citations in a text tends to make academics (and, perhaps, students) unhappy, I had probably better explain why I have adopted such a course of action.

First and foremost, this is a book detailing the everyday life of a fieldworker. As such, it is filled with details that often at the time seem insignificant and only later may, or may not, take on importance in the context of the research as a whole. Ethnographic data, therefore, are the be-all and end-all of anthropological theories based on fieldwork. They should, in my opinion, underpin and guide any theorising that later takes place.

I learned this important lesson when, as a doctoral student, I was told by my supervisor to write my thesis while I was still in the field. I had been fortunate enough to be granted a fellowship by a Japanese foundation for a second year of fieldwork. Since my supervisor was going to be in Tokyo for several months during that period, he thought it advisable that I write up the first draft of my thesis while he was in Japan and while I still had time to enquire further into research areas that I may not have fully followed up until then. He gave me three months to complete the task. ‘I want a complete thesis’, he said, ‘with beginning, middle, and end. And make it readable’.

And so I wrote a thesis while living in a remote valley in Kyushu in the south of Japan. I had no access to any academic books and therefore had to rely entirely on my fieldnotes to meet my supervisor’s demands. So I allowed these fieldnotes to tell their own story as I sifted through all my notebooks (remember, this was before the age of computers and the Internet). Two days prior to the deadline, I sent my supervisor a complete thesis with beginning, middle and end. (In fact, I had two beginnings, two middles and more or less two ends, because I hadn’t then worked out how to integrate the social organisation of a pottery village with an aesthetic philosophy of folk art that guided ‘my’ potters’ everyday work and social interaction.)

Writing a thesis without a single book to help or hinder my reflections was, I still think, the best thing that ever happened to me and over the years I’ve advised my students to do the same when embarking upon their own thesis writing. (None of them has ever followed this advice!) Such an approach makes for a more readable story. It also shows clearly why its author adopts one theory rather than another when engaging with the ‘serious’ side of his or her discipline.

Nowadays, of course, the Internet, computers and related digital media have radically changed the fieldwork experience. As fieldworkers, we are no longer totally cut off from the outside world, but allow it to impinge upon our everyday experiences. It is, therefore, possible to get hold of and read articles, even books, related to fieldwork interests and to incorporate them into one’s reflections about where a particular set of ethnographic data might be leading in terms of theory.

The question is: how should this written material be incorporated in fieldwork that is still ongoing? Should you give it the finality that citations in the text itself impose? Or, given that your fieldwork is ongoing and that a different interpretation may emerge at a later stage of fieldwork, as well as after you have returned to the womb-like cocoon of a university, should you merely hint at the written material that has guided your reflections in the field?

For better or for worse, I have decided to opt for the latter course of action and include those readings that guided me in a chapter-by-chapter bibliography at the end of this book. Already, a year and a half after embarking upon fieldwork in Bibiclat (which has now amounted to a full twelve months in the classical tradition of anthropology), I feel hesitant about some of my preliminary conclusions. If I were to read more and study more, I might well change them. As a result, I do not feel confident enough about what I have written to put citations of any kind in the text that you have before you.

There is another reason for this decision. Citations, these days, are very much the business of academia, both in their quantity and their status. Whether a particular scholar is cited at all, how often s/he is so, and in which journals, has a bearing on their academic appointments and promotions, and, less directly, on the management and structure of universities themselves (through the appointment of department heads and faculty deans who may initiate structural changes affecting the lives of the staff under their command).

In addition, however, citations are used to display the other side of the business of academia: an appearance of scholarship. Scholarship involves the advancement of human knowledge of a particular subject or discipline. As such, it has become customary to make reference in a new body of knowledge to what it claims to supersede. At the same time, however, because of the enormous expansion of tertiary education over the past six decades, more and more, lesser and lesser advances in knowledge have been published. This has led to a felt need for more and more citations, where numerous minor intermediate stages of advances in scholarship are often mentioned, in addition to the comparatively few major advances.

This has led to a major issue in what passes for scholarship in contemporary academia. Authors provide citations in order to show that they are up to date and au fait with what is going on in their field of research. But there is a tendency for them (and here I include myself) to cite for the sake of showing off one’s disciplinary competence, rather than to engage with the works and authors cited. This citation for citation’s sake leads all to easily to secondary citation, where authors cite works that they have seen cited in other books and journal articles, but which they have not themselves read.

In Ethnography in the Raw, I do not engage with what other authors have said about different aspects of Philippine society. I merely refer to what they have written and use their insights to frame my own understandings of what is going on about me in the village of Bibiclat. It is precisely for this reason, too, that I have decided not to include citations in the text, but references at the end of the book.

In addition, a number of concepts that I make use of in the chapters that follow – ‘reciprocity’, for example, ‘spheres of exchange’ and ‘betwixt and between’ (Claude Lévi-Strauss, Marshall Sahlins and Victor Turner respectively) – I regard as such central ideas in our discipline that I have not referenced them at all. My apologies to those who think my scholarship, such as it is, should have been more painstaking in this regard.


Prologue

From the beginning of December 2018, I spent four months in Bibiclat – a large, sprawling village in the rice basin of Nueva Ecija in the Philippines, just over 130 miles north-east of Manila. This is where my wife was born and brought up, and where, after working for many years in Hong Kong, she had decided to build her own home. I went back to her village twice over the next year, and spent a further nine weeks there (and am here again for another five months now). This book describes the people I’ve met in Bibiclat, and the things that they’ve said and done in their everyday lives there.

Although these weren’t my first trips to the Philippines, they were the first occasion there when I found myself confined to one place and obliged to make sense of an alien world in which I was living with my Filipina wife and various members of her extended family. The only way I could do this successfully was by making use of my training as a social anthropologist.

I should perhaps add, by way of introduction to those who don’t already know me or my work, that I am Anglo-Irish, trained in anthropology at London University, and have been coming and going to Japan for well over half a century. It is in Japan that most of my previous anthropological fieldwork has been conducted – primarily on folk-art pottery, art marketing, advertising, incense production and international fashion magazines – but the last research project took me also to Hong Kong, Paris and New York. I’ve also done research on book fairs and other kinds of trade fairs and festivals in England, Germany and Hong Kong (where I have lived and taught for over a decade), and written about a ceramist in Denmark and her ‘creative encounter’ with Royal Copenhagen.

As you might anticipate from my somewhat chequered career, life in Bibiclat wasn’t totally alien, at least not in terms of personal experience. I had lived in a remote country valley in Kyushu, Japan, for four years back in the late 1970s and early 1980s, when I did my doctoral research on the interaction between a pottery community and the Japanese mingei, or folk art, movement, and also wrote an ethnographic diary of my life in the valley (a book which I can still read with a little pleasure). But in Japan I’d had the advantage of being able to speak, read and write Japanese fairly fluently, and so could engage in all sorts of conversations directly with the local inhabitants among whom I lived. In Bibiclat, even though – I was assured – local people had all been to school and taken classes in English, I discovered that very few of them could converse with ease in my own language. They preferred to speak Tagalog and usually struggled with English, which they would laughingly say made their ‘noses bleed’.

And so I found myself having to learn the basics of Tagalog. Luckily for me, though, this language includes a lot of Spanish loanwords, as well as whole phrases in English inserted by speakers seemingly at random. This has on occasion allowed me to follow the general gist, if not the detail, of a conversation, which I have then had others elaborate on at greater length in English. It’s not a perfect way to carry out research in a foreign language and country, but it’s the best I’ve been able to come up with during this past year. Hopefully, one day, I’ll reach a level of ability in Tagalog that has served me so well in Japanese, and perhaps write a more analytical book about Philippine society.

Because I’ve been participating in everyday life and observing how people around me interact with one another, I’ve often found myself reflecting on different aspects of life here in this village. Still, as an ethnographer obliged to adapt to people and circumstance, and to making both the strange familiar and the familiar strange, I have on occasion forgotten just how alien some customs and events are to others. Friends back in England, for example, raised the occasional sceptical eyebrow when I sent them extracts from my journal. Somewhat surprisingly for someone brought up on Clifford Geertz’s ‘Notes on the Balinese cockfight’, my description of cockfights in the Philippines appalled my vegetarian friends. So let me warn those of you with similar concerns to skip that section – although to do so will mean your missing out on an important theoretical reflection on sacrifice.

And yet, at the same time, my description of the cockfight is a good example of how the familiar – an ordinary chicken – becomes a rather strange bird in a different environment (although it is totally familiar to those concerned in that environment). The same can be said, I think, of my descriptions of, among other things, circumcision, migrant workers and Valentine’s Day – all of which are present in our everyday lives in Europe and the United States, but which we tend to take for granted until we find them reappearing in a strange environment where people behave in somewhat unfamiliar ways.

The cockfight is, in fact, a good example of how everyday objects, actions and events are constantly oscillating between familiarity and strangeness in our lives. When I first read Geertz’s description, I was struck by the strangeness of the event. Why should people want to encourage their chickens to fight? And why chickens? Why not dogs? But, in the context of my study of anthropology at the time, I was becoming familiar with this and other accounts of strange cultural activities around the world. This familiarity led me to overlook how strange my own account must seem to others not versed in our discipline and made me, too, see it again as somehow strange.

At the time I encountered the cockfight, two months into my stay in Bibiclat, sacrifice struck me as a potentially useful concept, or trope, with which to understand other aspects of Philippine society. It seemed to fit in with what I’d already learned about male circumcision and Filipinos working overseas, so I developed the idea. You can imagine, then, how pleased I was with myself as an ethnographer when I later discovered through Internet and university library searches that other researchers had, in one context or another, said much the same. This encouraged me to compare my observations here with those of other scholars writing about other customs among other peoples in other parts of the world, as well as in the Philippines itself.

This brings me to the crux of why I’ve written this book. Over the years, when doing fieldwork – whether among folk art potters, or incense manufacturers, in an advertising agency, or travelling round the northern hemisphere talking to the editors of international fashion magazines – I have, like many of my colleagues, always made two kinds of notes: one dealing with the ‘serious stuff’ (the complex relationships among those involved in the production, marketing and aesthetic appraisal of folk art pottery, for example); the other a journal of casual observations (about life in a Japanese pottery village and the valley in which it was located). Later, back home, when going through both types of notes, I’ve found that the ‘casual observations’ of my journals have sometimes provided pointers for the direction that my ‘serious stuff’ (theoretical analyses) might usefully take. In other words, these two kinds of records – field notes and journal – are not separate, but complement each other and are, to my way of thinking, of equal theoretical importance.

As a result, budding anthropologists, as well as their seasoned seniors, should, I think, pay much more attention to, and be prepared to publish and seriously discuss, ethnography in the raw. Alas! Although there is a developing interest in anthropologists’ styles of writing, this isn’t often the case. Within a discipline devoted to participant observation as a method of study – a method now taken up by numerous other disciplines – it is, ironically, the ‘serious stuff’ that gets read and discussed ad nauseam, while those casual observations of daily life ‘in the field’ that enable the discipline’s theorising tend to be ignored entirely or reduced to a mechanical chapter on research methods in a monograph.

This jettisoning of raw detail obtained during fieldwork can give rise, I think, to a kind of intellectual masochism that, as anthropologists, we could well do without. It also produces a mass of books that are in large part unreadable because of their theoretical jargon. (Non-native English-speaking anthropologists writing in English as their second language tend to be the exception to this general rule.) In our disregard, occasionally contempt, for our real life experiences as ethnographers, we not only give our discipline a bad name; we allow other disciplines to hijack the concept of participant observation and ‘thick description’ and mould it to their own, often rather shallow, ends.

First impressions are always important when doing fieldwork – whether in a rural community like Bibiclat, or a business corporation like Asatsū, the Japanese advertising agency I studied back in 1990. These impressions need to be recorded at once before what is at first novel becomes routine and later overlooked, even ignored. This is because they often have a bearing on later discoveries or discussions. The five o’clock dirges broadcast from the tower of the local Catholic church in Bibiclat, for example, act as a precursor to what I later have to say about religious institutions and beliefs. Similarly, the crowing of cocks all over the village before dawn – why are there so many cocks crowing? – heralds my description and analysis of cockfights. At the time, though, I had no idea of the importance of either. I was merely, like the oyster, annoyed by their noisy noise when all I wanted to do was sleep.

Another set of observations worth recording right from the start of fieldwork is what used to be referred to, a bit negatively, as ‘palm tree anthropology’. What is it about the place in which you’re conducting your fieldwork that makes it interesting? And in what ways interesting? What kind of people live there? Why are they there in the first place, and what keeps them there? Questions like these can throw light on community, family, friendship and other forms of organisational structure, as well as on work patterns and larger issues of financial wherewithal and the economy.

A second aspect of palm tree anthropology concerns people. What kind of people do you meet in your fieldwork location? If we accept the etymological definition of anthropology as ‘the study of people’s words’, then who these people are whom you talk to during fieldwork (those objectified ‘informants’) has a bearing on everything that, as ethnographer, you have yourself to say. What encourages them to tell you what they tell you? What ulterior motives (if any) may they have? Why on earth should they want to spend their time talking to you in the first place? And how and why do they interact with one another in the ways that they do? Early character sketches can be filled in as you get to know someone better. Well-formed characters can illuminate what might well have otherwise been turgid theorising in a monograph.

This sort of approach is what I like to refer to as ethnography in the raw. It is the fruit not of participant observation so much as of observant participation – a transition in methodological practice that every fieldworker should aspire to, but which usually ends up being hard earned. As I’ve recounted previously when writing about my fieldwork experiences in the Japanese ceramic art world and an advertising agency, this shift from participant observation to observant participation brings about a parallel movement in both activities and understandings of those being studied, from what Erving Goffman called ‘front stage’ to ‘back stage’.

In Bibiclat, precisely because I was immediately incorporated into a Philippine family which had spent the best part of half a century embedded in village life, I found myself at once back stage as I carried out my ethnography in the raw. However, unlike almost all of my earlier work, this book consists only of the ‘casual’ kind of observations of everyday life in a Luzon village and does not pretend to offer a detailed objective analysis of family structure and kinship terms, land ownership, irrigation and labour exchange, classificatory and political systems, and religious beliefs and practices, although all of these topics (plus several more) make their appearance on the stage on which life in Bibiclat is performed. What the book does do, I think, is show how such casual observations can give rise to unanticipated insights and ‘lateral’ reflections, which themselves can provide the impetus for more sustained theoretical analyses of different aspects of Philippine society. If the following pages succeed in doing this, I will have done my job as an ethnographer, if not as an anthropologist (and, yes, I differentiate between the two).

This book, then, is for two kinds of readers. First, it is for students of anthropology who wonder what it must be like to carry out fieldwork in a foreign country when they have an incomplete grasp of its people’s language. It reveals the curiosities of an unfamiliar culture, the fieldworker’s frustrations and delights, and the ways in which different forms of activity open themselves up to unanticipated kinds of anthropological analysis.

But this book is also for a second kind of reader who is not necessarily an (aspiring) anthropologist, but who retains a sense of curiosity about life in general. It is for intelligent laymen and women who are interested in learning about what it’s like to live in a country whose existence reaches their consciousness only when they hear about a volcanic eruption or a major typhoon striking the islands; or encounter a Filipina nurse in their local hospital; or decide to hire a nanny to look after their young children. These days, too, President Duterte’s drugs war and support of extradition killings also get a few mentions in the media, but that’s about it when it comes to knowledge of the Philippines in England and the rest of Europe, and even the United States (which has a large Filipino-American community).

In another life, I used to have fairly lengthy conversations with a curious, intelligent and politically aware Greek island baker of the kind I imagine this second kind of reader to be. One day, he was asking me about a book I was then writing. Would he be able to read it?

That question stopped me in my tracks. It changed my attitude to both the writing of anthropology and my academic career, as I decided there and then to forsake grand theorising and let common sense prevail.

As Yiorgos mused philosophically, while putting a cheese pie into a paper bag for me:

‘Books are written to be read, Brian, not written in the head.’

Yea, verily.

Brian Moeran

Bibiclat

27 January 2020
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BEGINNINGS

Where and how to begin? With the endless stream of people coming to the house – relatives and friends mostly, but also acquaintances, even the occasional stranger, dropping by? With the equally endless noise of motorbikes, or motor, with or without their passenger sidecars, piled high with people or goods (sacks of cement, rice and onions, building materials or furniture of some kind, and even the occasional pig)? With the luxuriant foliage of mango, coconut and banana trees, and the maya birds (such a nice name for mere sparrows!) chattering unseen among them? With the total flatness of the landscape which makes parts of the Baltic look almost mountainous? With the darting looks, the smiles, from children as they catch my eye in the street when I go for my evening stroll? With the fits of helpless laughter into which Clara and her sisters fall at the slightest, sometimes seemingly no, provocation? With the ritual blessing – the taking and raising of my hand to the brow – which, as an older man, I’m expected to bestow on all relatives younger than me, as well as on children? With the dirge-like songs (if that is the word) from the loudspeaker outside the Catholic church calling worshippers to mass well before dawn, when even the cocks are wondering if it is yet time to crow? Or with the rather charming use of the Tagalog ‘filler word’ of respect, po, which is added happily to English phrases, like ‘thank you po’, ‘good afternoon po’, and ‘bye bye po’?

How does one make sense of an alien environment, and of the people who live in it, when they seem unable to speak more than rudimentary English, even though this was their language of instruction in school, and when my own knowledge of their language, Tagalog, is virtually non-existent (although helped immensely in terms of vocabulary by my having lived in Spain for a couple of years back in the mid-1960s)? I guess all I can do, really, is ‘go with the flow’ and do what, as an anthropologist, I’ve been trained to do: participate in everyday life and observe what people do, how they do it, and what happens as a result. I like to call this observant or ‘perceptive participation’. It’s what all travellers and ethnographers should do.

Think of what follows, then, as a can of lager beer. As I understand them, true beer devotees – I do not profess to be one myself – don’t regard lager as a ‘proper’ beer. So far as they’re concerned, ‘light’ lager should be treated with total disdain – in the way that ethnographies, as opposed to more ‘serious’ theoretical articles, are treated by those who like to classify themselves as ‘proper’ anthropologists.

But there are many, many more people who don’t drink beer regularly, but who like an occasional sip and opt for the light version of what is on offer in their local pub or bar. These people, hopefully, will be my readers – intellectually curious and intelligent, but not overly scholarly, pretentious even. This book is for you. And thank you for taking the trouble to read it.


2


PEOPLE

Late in life, I’ve married into a sprawling extended Filipino family, many of whose members live in an equally sprawling and extended barangay – village or barrio – called Bibiclat. Others live in Makati and other districts of Metro Manila, the capital of the Philippines, but come and go regularly between their homes and Bibiclat, their natal village. There is, then, a reciprocal relation between central Manila and outlying rural towns and villages, not unlike that noted of Ireland back in the 1930s: country people flock into the capital to find work, often starting families in the process, but when as city people they retire, they die – or, at least, are buried – outside it.

Bibiclat is located in the middle of the province of Nueva Ecija, the ‘rice basin’ of central Luzon. This basin radiates out from the barangay for somewhere between 40 and 100 miles in each direction. It is totally flat, with the exception of a single, hopefully extinct, small volcano jutting out from the horizon some twenty miles away to the south-west, and a low mountain range, visible on a clear day, to the north-east.

The main protagonists of my story about life in Bibiclat were all born and spent their early lives here. Clara Aquinez is my wife. Two of her sisters live in a nearby barangay, but the older of the two has been abroad visiting her daughter in Korea during the past year. Three other sisters have married out into the Flores, Rosario and Simbulan families and live in Makati and adjacent neighbourhoods in Manila, but they and their children still keep in close contact with Clara and her two brothers in the village. Family members come and go quite frequently, as do the nephews and nieces living in Bibiclat itself. Clara and I are rarely alone.

As you will have already noticed, Clara’s family name is Spanish. Like many other surnames in Bibiclat and nearby barangay, Aquinez owes its origins to the Spanish colonisation of the Philippines back in the mid-sixteenth through to the very end of the nineteenth centuries. It is probably a hybrid linking two families, Aquino with Marquez. The local cemetery reveals a plethora of similar Iberian names – Hermano, Castro, Fuentes, Viernes, Aguilar, Pascual – although nobody knows how they got them in the first place. Indentured labour to Spanish landowners, perhaps, way back in time? As I said, nobody knows. History isn’t written with poor farmers in mind. But nobody seems to care either. The Aquinez family, and the families the Aquinez sisters have married into – Flores, Rosario, and Simbulan – are who they are. It is who they are exactly, what they and other villagers like them get up to in their everyday lives, and why they do the things that they do, in the ways that they do them, that are the subject of this book.

Because many protagonists make their entrances and act out parts on the stage that is Bibiclat, I should probably indulge in what, in its time perhaps a little negatively, has been called ‘palm tree anthropology’, and give you portraits of the main actors. Hopefully, it’ll help you remember a few of the names that litter these pages, although I have a feeling that some are so memorable they can never be forgotten.

Clara Ocampo Aquinez is the youngest of Agapito Aquinez and Arsenia Ocampo’s eight children. Now forty-eight years old, she has five sisters and two brothers, all of whom seem to hold her in awe. Born in the Year of the Wild Boar, she is one of the most determined people I’ve met in my life. She’s also extraordinarily kind and refuses to complain when things go wrong, as they tend to do, or when others try to take advantage of her, generally not something they think of doing twice.


[image: Images]

Figure 2.1. Nana and JR. © Brian Moeran.



Clara and I met in Hong Kong where she was living and working as a domestic helper for a French family, looking after two young girls who worshipped their ‘Nana’ – the name she wants me to use for her from here on. I was teaching part-time at the University of Hong Kong and, at the request of a Japanese friend, had taken on a Filipina part-time help, Marisa, to clean my apartment and iron my clothes for a couple of hours every other week.

One day, when we were both at home, Marisa asked if I lived alone (I’d thought it obvious). When I said yes and asked her why she asked, she said she had a friend who was about her age, who wasn’t fat (Marisa herself was tending that way), who was very kind, and who’d never been married. Wouldn’t I like to meet her?

In due course, a meeting was arranged between us – on a playground in Mui Wo, the village on southern Lantau island where we both lived. Nana’s first question when we came face to face was, as I’ve now come to expect, straight to the point: ‘Are you a Catholic?’

I answered ‘No’, and thought that probably was that.

It wasn’t, though. In spite of the fact that I’m not a Catholic and that we’re totally different people, I found myself drawn to Nana’s outlook on life and into the world of her domestic worker friends. I quickly learned to admire their qualities – qualities that I have since encountered time and time again among the people of the Philippines: an extraordinary ability to smile and laugh in the face of adversities, ranging from political cronyism and employers’ unreasonable demands on their time, to typhoons, floods and other natural disasters. In due course, during one of her annual two-week holidays back home, Nana and I got married (in a sort of Catholic church – more of which later).

It says something about her modesty and sense of privacy, I think, that Nana never told her French employers that she’d got married, nor even explained why she didn’t wish to renew her contract when it expired, but had decided to go back home at the end of the following year. So Nana came back to the house that she had been building in Bibiclat with the money she’d saved over the years while working in Hong Kong. It wasn’t finished, of course – houses here rarely are – but it was somewhere to live and, with my help, have painted and furnished, as well as have properly completed during the time in which events in this book take place.
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Figure 2.2. Tuto, in taong putik, mud festival attire. © Brian Moeran.



Tuto is the elder of the two boys who were finally born to Agapito and Arsenia a few years before Nana. After five girls, the parents must have been mightily relieved to have a boy – to judge from the name they gave their first son: Restituto Buenaventura. This was quickly adapted to Resti by his friends – a not uncommon feature of life among Filipinos when it comes to names. Family members, however, prefer to call him Tuto, so Tuto he will be.

Tuto is now fifty-two years old. Small and wiry, he has a bristling moustache which, even though he occasionally shaves it off on a whim, grows back very quickly. Like many others whose jobs consist of fairly hard labour, he has no fat on his stomach, and, even though he covers the whole of his body, including his head, when working out in the sun, his skin is an extremely dark, dusky brown in colour.

Married to Avelina, whom he describes as ‘my love, my light’, Tuto has three children – two older boys, both army recruits, and a seventeen-year-old daughter, Telay, who goes to school in Makati and lives with, and is looked after by, his second oldest sister, Viola. He also has an old Nokia mobile phone which is used for the sole purpose of communicating with – or, more strictly speaking, being communicated with by – his wife. Now that her children are grown up and have left home, Avelina has found work as a live-in maid for a rich Chinese-Filipino family in the city of Cabanatuan, three quarters of an hour away from Bibiclat. She calls her husband every evening – and sometimes during work when she has nothing else to do – and talks endlessly, while Tuto, who can himself be very chatty, listens in near silence. She comes back for the occasional weekend in the barangay.

Tuto is a gentle soul. He has a fighting cock which he strokes lovingly every morning before work on the house, and which he laughingly claims will one day win him 10,000 pesos in one of the local cockfight arenas (more of which later). In his spare time, he likes to garden and, soon after our arrival, planted chillies, aubergines, tomatoes and onions in the patch of land behind Nana’s house. Tuto then, like Nana – indeed, like all his siblings – is extremely hard-working, but he isn’t good at saving what little money he earns. Part of the trouble is that he likes to drink. This may make him the life and soul of any party or family gathering, but he tends to get so drunk that he misses work the following day. For this Nana roundly scolds him and occasionally withholds his wages in disgust. Even though he’s a man, and older than his sister, he meekly accepts her punishment. What is, is and cannot be changed.

Blessica Aquinez Flores is Tuto’s and Nana’s next sister up in order of birth. It is hard to know how to even begin to describe Blessica. Bespectacled, short, with a splendid rubber tyre of fat around her waist, she is in her mid-fifties and widowed, with four children – two boys (one still only twelve) sandwiching in age twin sisters just out of their teens. She always has a smile on her face and, when she comes to help Nana cook for the painters for a couple of months in the New Year, the whole house and everyone around her are awash with laughter every day.

A Born Again Christian, Blessica does her best to use English in my presence. This can lead to some delightful mistakes – one or two of which are recorded here – and she is invariably the first to collapse with laughter when she realises her error. There are times when she and Nana are rendered speechless at the dinner table as they become convulsed with infectious laughter over something one of them has said.

But Blessica’s life hasn’t been all wine and roses by any means. One evening, when Nana was drinking with Tuto and the painters, she told me a sad story. Two years ago, her husband, Franklin, had finally died from diabetes after a very long illness. For almost twenty years, she had looked after him almost continuously, taking him to see specialists, visiting him during his frequent incarcerations in hospital. She’d had to sell her jewellery to pay for his treatment. In his final days, though, she took him out of hospital and back to his own bed where she could lovingly care for him. His final words, before he closed his eyes and died, were ‘thank you’.
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Figure 2.3. Teté, with Blessica (rt). © Brian Moeran.



Now she lives off the tiny life insurance taken out by Franklin, supplemented by the money earned by three of her grown-up children. Blessica herself hasn’t just been a housewife, though. She worked for many years for a sock manufacturer in Makati, and so has earned herself an additional small pension when she reaches sixty in a few years’ time. Although her home is now in Cavite, on the southern side of Metro-Manila, she likes to come back to Bibiclat because many of her childhood friends are here, and she can often be found sitting outside with one or two of them after work has finished and it has grown dark. It’s said that she has a ‘secret admirer’ working in Saudi Arabia and that when he comes back to the Philippines, perhaps he’ll marry her. I hope this turns out to be true. Blessica is an absolute sweetie-pie!

Theresa Aquinez Rosario, or Teté, is Blessica’s immediately older sister. Although she briefly worked in Manila after she’d finished school, Teté soon met her future husband Felix, and went to live in Visoria, a rural barangay about ten miles away by road, although much closer as the crow flies. It takes about an hour on foot from Bibiclat to Visoria, but to get there, you have to wade thigh-deep through a fairly broad, sometimes fast flowing, river. Teté used to make this trip quite often when her parents were still alive, following the concrete road that leads, as straight as a die, out of the centre of Bibiclat into the rice, tomato and onion fields before hitting the river bank, a mile and a half away.

Like many of her sisters, Teté is short and plump. Perhaps this isn’t surprising; she’s an excellent cook. Now almost sixty, she likes to put on lipstick and makeup, and often wears a ring or other piece of jewellery. She also likes to gamble and often comes over to Bibiclat on her motorbike to play cards with former neighbours and classmates at school. In other words, she gets around, and is usually the first in the family to know what’s been going on in Bibiclat, even though she doesn’t live here. Local people seem to look up to Teté. She’s been asked to stand as barangay captain in her own village, but has said ‘no’ quite firmly; she dislikes politics and politicians.

Teté has given birth to six children – four boys and two girls. All of them, with the exception of Sherwin, her youngest boy who’s just turned seventeen, have grown up and married. Her third son, Ace, now lives in her home in Visoria where he helps her rear pigs. The others live in neighbouring towns and one of her daughters has moved to Nova Scotia in Canada, to which country’s immigration department Teté is now applying for a visitor’s visa.

Why so drastic a step? Because, two years ago, her husband Felix was shot and killed in his rice field behind their house by an unidentified motorcyclist. I’ll relate this story in fuller detail later on, but the long and the short of it is that Felix’s murderer is still at large, and is unlikely to be caught. Moreover, Teté herself has recently been the object of enquiry in her village by another (or, possibly, the same) unidentified motorcyclist. In spite of all the laughter, in spite of all the smiles, the Philippines is also a land of potential violence and danger, as Nana continually reminds me.

Violania Aquinez Simbulan, or Viola, the second oldest of the Aquinez sisters, lives in a small two-story ‘town house’ in Makati, central Manila. ‘Town house’ is very definitely not the right way to describe the cramped two-up, two-down living space, sandwiched between similar arrangements in a sort-of-apartment block facing a side road in this densely crowded barrio of the city. She lives there with her husband, Augusto or Gusto, and their three grown-up children: two sons, Alex and Eric, and their younger sister, Gianna, who designed Nana’s house in Bibiclat during her first year studying architecture at university and who has now qualified as a professional architect. Viola provided the land for this house and intends to build her own home there once her husband, who is chauffeur for a rich Chinese family, retires in a couple of years’ time.

Like her sisters, Viola is short and stocky. Like her sisters, too, she can be a bundle of fun and will be the first to start dancing at a family party. In many ways, she’s been the Aquinez family’s lifeline in the capital. One after another, her sisters have gone to live with her after they left school and sought work in Manila. One after another, Viola has found work for them before they married. As a result, Nana, Blessica, Viola, even Teté (although to a lesser degree), share memories of their working lives in Manila, as well as their childhood years in Bibiclat.

In many ways, then, Viola has provided the glue that’s prevented the Aquinez extended family from falling apart. Even now, she’s looking after Tuto’s one and only daughter, Telay, who passed a scholar’s exam and has been permitted – like Nana three decades before her – to finish her schooling in Makati. The Bibiclat-Makati link is kept strong and active in other ways, too. Even though she moved away from Makati when she got married to Franklin, Blessica moved back when she first got pregnant and is still registered as living there (even though she’s moved back to Cavite). Nana is the same, for she hasn’t moved her residential registration back to Bibiclat from Makati, where she was living before going to Hong Kong.

Another kind of link has been forged by Viola’s husband, Gusto, who is from southern Luzon and who isn’t particularly close to his own brother and his family. He’s moved his parents’ ashes to the Bibiclat cemetery where they lie side by side with Agapito and Arsenia. The plot where they’re buried is now known, therefore, as the Aquinez-Simbulan plot. Both Viola and Gusto, and probably their children after them, will be buried in Bibiclat, together with Nana, Tuto and Tuto’s younger brother and their families.

Which leaves the eldest sister, Veronica, and the other brother, Darius or Dar. Veronica also lives in Visoria, but, as I said, was away visiting her daughter in Korea during the period in which the events described in this book took place, so she doesn’t feature here. While making an occasional appearance in Bibiclat, Dar, together with his wife and daughters, doesn’t feature that much either in what follows, because he was for the most part working in Manila as a security guard for a Chinese casino owner. Not only this, but his wife and children were living with her parents in Bibiclat, rather than in the Aquinez compound with Tuto, and so tended to move in a different social circle in their everyday lives. One or two of the sisters comment disapprovingly on how Dar’s children, Queenie and Corazon, often fail to greet other members of the family when they meet in the street. And they also don’t ask to be blessed in the way that other village children (and grown ups) normally do.

One other sister who doesn’t feature at all is the charming Salomé. Extremely soft-spoken and shy, Salomé is sandwiched in age between Viola and Teté and lives in the northern part of Metro-Manila with her husband and four daughters – one of whom, Gloria, has Down syndrome and needs almost full-time care from her mother. Sometimes the two of them come to stay for a couple of weeks with Nana in Bibiclat, but during the winter I was there, they didn’t.

And that – as the Danish comedian, Victor Borge, used to say with such verve – takes care of that.
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THE BARANGAY

Bibiclat is a barangay (pronounced ba-ran-guy), the smallest administrative unit in the Philippines – a barrio, ward or district in urban areas but, in the country, more or less equivalent to a village. Located about 130 miles north east of Manila, it consists of the village proper, together with three or four outlying communities, located in 7,000 hectares of roads and fields. Altogether, there are around 1,500 households, in which more than 8,000 people live.

Bibiclat is the largest of fifteen barangay making up the municipality of nearby Aliaga, the population of which is just over 71,000 inhabitants. Aliaga also boasts four poblacion making up its town centre. A poblacion generally describes the centre of a town where the market, church, school and local government offices are located.

Bibiclat’s official name is San Juan Bautista, since the barangay’s patron saint is St John the Baptist. However, it’s popularly referred to as Bibiclat, supposedly because the fields surrounding the original settlement were infested by snakes, or biclat – an Ilocano word meaning ‘python’. So Bibiclat means snakes, and one or two farmers I’ve met assure me that there are plenty of snakes, including pythons, in the banana groves out in the fields. Occasionally, Nana finds one in her garden, especially when the irrigation channel running along one boundary of her land is flooded, and Tuto is brought in to get rid of it.

There is, as is often the case with folklore and origins, a second theory about where the barangay’s name came from. Two or three people have told me that when the Japanese occupation forces took over the barangay back in 1942 and saw all the snakes in the fields, it was they who changed the original name of Biclat to Bibiclat. This seems unlikely unless they were conversant with how the plural is often formed by reduplication in Tagalog, so I’ll provide my own etymological interpretation of what might have happened.

The Japanese for snake is hebi. So maybe, just maybe, Imperial Army soldiers stationed here back in the early 1940s called the barangay ‘Hebiclat’, and maybe, just maybe, this name was then adapted to Bibiclat by the locals. As I said, I think this extremely unlikely, but, like many theories, it has a nice ring to it – at least, until its central premise is rudely shattered by a more acceptable rationalisation!

That being said, Bibiclat seems to have come into existence under Spanish rule in about 1836, before receiving official recognition as a poblacion called San Juan Bautista in 1899. During the nineteenth century it had its own private schools where both Ilocano and Tagalog were taught. Their first English classes are said to have been taught in 1904, although over the years they don’t seem to have had much effect on local villagers’ conversational abilities in that language. In 1966, the barangay opened its own secondary school – the first barangay secondary school in the province of Nueva Ecija – and four years later, in 1970, its elementary school became one of two central schools in the Aliaga municipality. It is at present completing an extension that will allow all students to complete their high school education (what the English often refer to as ‘Sixth Form college’, although that is rather a grand term for the school here).
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Figure 3.1. Distant view of Bibiclat across rice fields. © Brian Moeran.



Every barangay is a self-governing body, headed by a ‘captain’ who is elected every three years and becomes a member of the local ‘town council’ during his (or her) term of office. He is aided in this by a number of ‘consulars’. Nana’s father, Agapito, was once nominated for the position of Bibiclat captain, but wasn’t elected. If he had been, he would have had the power to settle disputes and put local wrongs to rights – an integral part of barangay justice. This was something Agapito was good at, at an informal level, which was why a lot of people wanted him to run for office. Alas, he wasn’t really into the kind of votes-for-favours ‘give and take’ expected of a barangay captain – a serious weakness for anyone contemplating running for political office at any level in the Philippines, as I’ll later describe.

As for the word barangay, one theory found in Wikipedia is that it comes from balangay (originally pronounced ba-la-ngay), an Austronesian word meaning ‘sailboat’, and referring to Malay settlers’ outrigger long boats when they first came to the Philippines way back in time. Apparently, each boat would typically carry a headman and his extended family on board. They then settled along coastal areas and formed barangay (or balangay) communities. These were already in existence when the Spanish came in the mid-1500s. Even today, you can find some small barangay which are virtually single extended family villages, in spite of marriage with outsiders. Bibiclat definitely isn’t one such single-family barangay, but certain family names like Dela Cruz, Ancheta, Veracruz, Fulgueras, Nicolas and Simón, as well as Aquinez, predominate.

Bibiclat lies about one fifth of the way along a concrete road linking Aliaga to its neighbouring township of Talavera. It is a long, straggling barangay whose houses for the most part cluster along this road, although you can find outlying communities along two short dirt tracks running parallel to the Aliaga-Talavera road, out in the fields. At one point, about half a mile beyond where a somewhat dilapidated overhead arch welcomes you to Bibiclat, the road from Aliaga splits in two and runs east-west on parallel tracks about one hundred yards apart, all the way through the middle of the barangay. At its centre is a crossroads. The road running north from the village, which has been properly concreted, leads straight out into the fields before reaching a dead end by the river a mile and a half later. People say that, one day in the not too distant future, a bridge is going to be built over the river, thereby allowing Bibiclat to have direct access to Teté’s barangay of Visoria and the neighbouring township of Santo Domingo. But, when pressed, they’ve no idea when this might happen. Maybe next week; or, possibly, next year; or, more likely, some time after that.

At present, this concrete road is used exclusively by farmers on their motor tricycles, motorbikes, bicycles and – occasionally – their carabao water buffalo, on their way to and from the fields where they grow rice, onions, tomatoes, runner beans, pumpkins and other seasonal crops. In the winter months of January and February, the road is also used by rice wholesalers, who, in the early morning, spread rice grain out on the concrete to dry in the warm sunshine for several hundred yards along one of the road’s two lanes. This is illegal, but who cares? Certainly not the local police, who only put in an appearance if someone is shot or run down (both of which happened during my stay here).

Late in the afternoon, half a dozen masked men in balaclavas (or pullovers wound around their heads), to protect them from the sun, will rake up the grain, and scoop it into dozens (occasionally hundreds) of 55 kilogram sacks, which they then heave onto their heads – sometimes, when showing off their muscles, on extended arms – and load onto waiting trucks. This is the road that I like most to walk along when I take my evening strolls and, now that the farmers have got used to the sight of an ungainly, tall foreigner in their midst, they invariably greet me with a honk of their horns, accompanied by ‘Hey, man!’ or ‘Hey, Joe!’ and the occasional ‘Wassurneim?’ followed by plenty of high-pitched laughter.
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Figure 3.2. Drying rice on the road. © Brian Moeran.



The road leading south from Bibiclat’s centre is also as straight as an arrow, though not quite so well paved since it’s in constant use by cars and trucks, as well as by assorted motor bikes and tricycles, and has suffered from wear and tear. Like the northern road, it has one main artery leading off to the barangay cemetery after half a mile or so. Along it you pass a couple of small groups of run-down houses which are also part of Bibiclat.

About a mile out from where it starts, on the border between Bibiclat and the neighbouring barangay of Bucot, the southern road passes under a bridge which has recently been built for the TPLex motorway extension from Tarlac to Cabanatuan. This is still very much under construction, and the road on the far side of the bridge for the next mile, as far as Bucot, located along the main road between Aliaga and Cabanatuan, has been churned up by hundreds of heavy trucks carting sand and soil for the new highway and leaving the road’s surface in an uneven, dusty, pot-holed mess. This isn’t going to get any better in the near future. The motorway isn’t due to be completed before 2021, but local inhabitants are already talking about how much easier it’s going to be to go to Manila then. And Manila, after all, is where almost everyone in the village goes in search of work, and – who knows – possibly fame and fortune, at some point in their lives.
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Figure 3.3. Nana’s house. © Brian Moeran.



Nana’s house is in some ways a monstrosity – an oblong block of plastered dark grey concrete that is one of the higher buildings in Bibiclat. Designed by her architect niece Gianna, it’s more of a city than a country house, although, with its three separate bedrooms (one of them with an ensuite bathroom), it is much, much bigger. The windows are comparatively small, and almost all of them (except for one bedroom and one window on the first-floor landing) are facing away from the direction of the prevailing wind at this time of the year. To be fair, though, this isn’t entirely Gianna’s fault. When pouring the concrete foundations, the builders didn’t follow instructions and reversed the original layout of the house. Which goes to show that builders in the Philippines can be as careless of plans as those elsewhere in the world. Still, the design of Nana’s house could, I think, have done with larger windows (like those of the older houses in the barangay built on stilts) and a few open, covered, airy spaces.

Compared with most other houses in the village, Nana’s house isn’t just sturdy; it’s more or less complete. When I arrived, it lacked cosmetic finish in the form of paint on both interior and exterior walls, and the fixing of some external tiles on part of the front elevation, but that’s something we’ve been attending to during my stay here. There are probably three or four dozen houses in the village – mainly of one storey, but also larger – that have been painted and finished properly. Most, though not all, of them have been built by locals who have worked abroad, the rest by a few individuals who run successful businesses of one kind or another.
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Figure 3.4. Bahay kubo, ‘cube house’. © Brian Moeran.



Overall, Bibiclat strikes me as quite poor. I’ve seen a much higher standard of buildings in other barangay I’ve passed through, although not in the Aliaga-Talavera-Cabanatuan region. A number of homes in Bibiclat are like Nana’s in terms of their being concreted, but without a decorated finish. More often, they consist of roughly put together breezeblocks, supporting a roof of corrugated metal sheets. Equally often, they have window frames, but no windows as such. Sometimes bamboo lattice work is used to fill a window; at other times, nothing at all. Yet other houses are little more than hovels – wood and bamboo constructions that look as if they’ll fly away in the next typhoon.

Here, though, my European prejudices have surfaced. What I’ve referred to as ‘hovels’ are in fact traditional Filipino houses, known as bahay kubo (literally, ‘cube houses’), made of bamboo, with nipa thatched roofs, and raised off the ground to prevent animals from easily coming into them. These homes usually have no partitions and so allow whole families to eat, sleep and live together as one. The area below the house can be used for storage (although the occasional flood hardly helps). Their roofs are sloping and windows usually comparatively large to better cope with the tropical heat. Like similar dwellings one comes across in Laos, Cambodia and other parts of South East Asia, the bahay kubo is ‘environmentally friendly’ in terms both of its layout and of the materials with which it is constructed. Its un-partitioned layout also acts a symbol of togetherness.

Another kind of traditional house is the bahay na bato stone house. There are still several of them in Bibiclat, although most have been in part renovated. It’s said that the bahay na bato became popular during the Spanish colonial period (1565–1898). It is a two-storey house made of stone and wood, with living quarters usually on the upper floor, consisting of an open living-eating area, surrounded by bedrooms. Nowadays, the space below the upper storey tends to be walled in to create a larger living space. Like the bahay kubo, the stone house has large windows, but with wooden frames and capiz shell window panes, which half-reveal and half-conceal the interior from without, and the exterior from within. This difference in materials shows that these stone houses were a symbol of affluence and status difference during the colonial period. When I visited Vigan, just over three hundred kilometres north of Bibiclat, I came across several blocks of bahay na bato town houses in the city centre. Those that had been restored (mainly transformed into hotels) were extremely handsome, with polished wood interiors, thick planks and decorative tiles.
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