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    Introduction




    Reading newspapers my eyes stopped at a report on the peace negotiations between the Government of the Philippines, GOP, and the Communist Party of the Philippines, CPP. It was about the Norwegian Government which had been kind enough to facilitate the talks as my thoughts drifted off to the time when Jerry and I twenty years ago, later alone, were in the Philippines to meet the people who struggled to be free from the clutches of oppression. But, since then alliances had changed and I remembered the interview we had on communism and other matters with Father Balweg and discussed what could happen. We did not know then that the National Democratic Front, NDF, of which the Communist Party of the Philippines, CPP, was a prominent member, would actually split up which led to the CPP standing alone. The more democratically inclined members of the NDF were not altogether happy with the leaders of the CPP who required reaffirming their allegiance, notably those residing in the Netherlands. Living in exile for a long time the co-founder of the CPP, Jose Maria Sison, had taken refuge in what among Philippinos had become known as barrio Utrecht, a town in the centre Netherlands. Quite a few Philippinos live there, among them Luiz Jalandoni, like Balweg a formerly priest, is an important leader then of the NDF now of the CPP. What actually happened between the organizations of the NDF had much to do with the deep penetrating agents as they were called. These agents were trained to infiltrate and so within the ranks of the NPA some of them had risen only to then command their soldiers to kill traitors. Since from then nobody knew for certain anymore who could be trusted and who not; as a result a purification drive was not just a suggestion but a command. This, to many of the other organizations was a bridge too far; to chose between pledging allegiance to the CPP and its leaders and being loyal to their own organization in casu the combination of organizations making up the NDF. On the other hand the planned divide and rule policy carefully orchestrated by deploying these deep penetrating agents had been so successful that, according to the leaders of the CPP, loyalties had to be confirmed. Consequently not everyone felt compelled to do that and so broad based discussions followed on different levels before the NDF finally split up due of the staunch stand of the CPP leaders. Even the members of the Filippijnengroep, also based in Utrecht, consisting of men and women of who most had worked in the Philippines as Dutch volunteers, found it difficult to choose and were ultimately sidelined.




    Though Jerry and I knew and had often had discussions with Sison and Jalandoni after the ‘situation’ had resulted in the split, eventually we lost contact too. Still, considering the impact the ‘deep penetrating agents’ had made on the organizations, Jalandoni and Sison had a strong point: how could anyone be trusted if they did not swear before the organization which had suffered so much due to the betrayal of the agents which had been among them for years; they had even climbed up to the highest circles. To Sison, Jalandoni and others the party and with it the NDF could only be saved if this exercise of swearing to the party was carried out




    The last time we actually were in close touch was when the peace negotiators of the Philippine Government met for a round of talks with the, then still, intact NDF team of negotiators in The Hague, The Netherlands,. With Jalandoni presiding over the press conference and Byron and others present and representing the NDF as a whole, we were stunned that the very much admired ‘Joma’, as Jose Maria Sison was affectionally called, appeared at the press conference too. As he co-signed the press release which showed the result of the negotiations he had joined the NDF group like he was their true leader. These peace talks were held during the reign of Corazon Aquino, wife of the slain Benigno, or Ninoy, Aquino. She had become Pangulo (President of the Philippines) due to the People’s Power Revolution which ultimately drove Dictator Ferdinand Marcos from his homeland. The press conference was rather intriguing because the Government’s side had consultants who had been part of, or were known to be close to, the NDF. Commander Dante for instance was a well-known and once notorious NPA member but had given up his membership. During the early days of the NPA Dante had been very close to Sison. He lived near to hacienda Luisita, a large primarily sugar plantation which is owned by the Aquino extended family. (Until today the owners did not comply with the Act on Comprehensive Agrarian Land Reform passed under her jurisdiction). However after several attempts on his life he had called it quits and began his own educational farm through he meant to educate peasants in ecological farming. Also others, well known human rights activists, were present on the Government’s side. So, after the press conference all, both sides now, wanted to be portrayed with their hero Sison, a man who had spent many years in prison and was considered the ideological front man of the party. Though officially not holding any post then anymore, it was clear that a word from him carried far and beyond. As it looked like salvation was near and hopes were raised to arrive at an honorable solution to the deep rooted conflict when not much later the fateful days of the discovery of the deep penetrating agents and its consequences came to light. Later when Aquino was succeeded by the movie actor Estrada things for the ordinary people went from bad to worse. He unleashed a war in the south, in Mindanao, and though Estrada was primarily the hero of the poor he was forced out of office because of self enrichment and enrichment of his cronies. Another black page in the history turned it was now the popular Gloria Macapagal who won the election for the presidency, daughter of a former president of the Philippines. New hopes were raised of course but it did not take her very long to have the left, the fighters for human rights and all their NGO’s and political Parties like Bayan and the remnants of the NDF with the CPP in front to condemn her. Today, with the peace negotiations hopelessly on the backburner, I felt the situation for the many poor people of the Philippines had not improved; this despite the many initiatives taken to the contrary. Reading the outcries of Sison from his Utrecht base on the Dutch Government arresting him on the suspicion of having ordered key people killed, which was obviously infused by the Philippine Government, I thought back on our visit to the New People’s Army years ago. What had their struggle come to? What had they sacrificed in vain? Juxtaposing the developments of this year against our experiences then I felt compelled to write the story I had neglected to do for such a long time. When at the time the Filippijnengroep was still close to the NPA they were the ones who facilitated us to get in touch, to physically to be with them. And though long overdue I thank the members of the group here for the privilege. Yes, there were many snags on the way to meet the New People’s Army face to face and yes things could have been better, but who am I to complain about small things, mostly snags caused by the relay organization in the Philippines, not the NPA itself.




    Thinking back on these exasperating encounters with sturdy and convinced people I wondered what had happened to them. I know from at least two how they had fared: Pedro the man of Bugnay and commander of the NPA Kalinga had died in a peculiar accident, a tree fell on him. Balweg, we had affectionally called the ‘philosopher´ had left the NPA and had begun his own army like so many disgruntled others had done before him. Adored like a hero a feature film on him was produced and had hit the screens in Manila too. I was dismayed when I heard he had died too.


  




  

    Chapter One – The meeting on Taft




    It was an ordinary, traffic choked day, in Manila when we, Jerry and I, walked up to a Jolly Bee restaurant on Taft Avenue, just opposite of the Manila General Hospital, the place where the poor can have their illnesses be treated cheaply.




    “We are supposed to meet here Frans?” Jerry asked rhetorically. Knowing the answer he reiterated this only because he would not have expected such mundane place to meet one of the underground people. That person, a woman, was to hand us a name and a place so we could go there to portray the people resisting oppression. It was the oppression we had seen with our own eyes and which they felt the Philippino Government continuously exposed them to. We had travelled through Mindanao and saw what devastation the militarization had caused. We had covered many social injustices together; from the then Smokey Mountain, people who were living in subhuman conditions on and off waste and rubbish to landless farmers who were, devoid of land which once belonged to their ancestors, living in bondage with the landowners, hacienderos as they are called on for instance sugar island Negros.




    “Yes, here,” I smiled, “I am sure they have a good reason for it. Perhaps because it is busy and should something happen they would not strike among the people here, I expect,” I said. “Hmmmmm Frans,” Jerry replied fast, “the person travels alone in a jeepney and goes on foot so don’t you think it would be simple to take the contact out when known to be a messenger?” “Sure, reason the more to be in public!” I replied.




    “I don’t think so man,” Jerry smiled now, “but we will see okay?”




    “Yes of course,” I agreed as we looked around the Jolly Bee which to us seemed to be a copy of McDonalds, the well-known American Burger restaurant. Lots of people were around this time of evening. We expected the go-between at around 8 pm but it was already five minutes passed that time when we stared through the window to observe the dense jeepney traffic on Taft Avenue and the hundreds of pedestrian’s right before us in a melee of passersby like street vendors, beggars, cleaners, traffic regulators and more. On the same side of the road but left as well as right were two nightclubs where floorshows handled by celebrities were advertised. One night Jerry and I had gone into to discover that was live band which in between dancing was followed up by strip shows and other sexy performances. All this on the doorstep of Mabini in old Malate, the very heart of Manila or like the Colonial Spaniards had named it; Maynila. Called the tourist belt and just a stone throw from Taft Avenue through Pedro Gil Street Mabini was the red light district of Manila until it was closed down by Mayor Lim. Mabini street, but more so M.H. del Pilar behind which runs closer to Manila Bay, was lined up with bars, cocktail lounges and night clubs. They all sported dozens of young but for the night available women. While waiting for our contact watching pondering and wondering is what we did. Watching the crowd, we thought about the great divide between the haves and the have not’s and wondered if our go-between would actually come now that half an hour had already passed. Julia a member of a human rights organization with an office in Quezon City, the real capitol of the Philippines, told us the contact would come here. She had informed us that we had been cleared by the Filippijnengroep, Group of the Philippines, in what was called here ‘barrio’ Utrecht. Utrecht is a major town in the Netherlands and because it has a sizable number of Philippinos living there, Philippinos of all plumage, to them it was like a barrio, a home away from home. We had extensively talked about what to do and how to behave once we would be inside the NPA controlled area and though we were cleared on the basis of recommendation we would be informed only at the last moment only.




    `Why is this?” we asked Julia during a meeting with the staff of the organization.




    “Oh that is quite simple,” the director answered this time, “look Frans and Jerry; this is not a matter of making a phone call. Things have to be prepared so you will be safe and sound. This is the first priority. Second is that someone has to go there to deliver the message personally, a trustworthy person. When that person returns with a favorable message you are to go right away. So, you see, it is not that simple. On the other hand men, it only takes some time, so please be patient,” the man smiled sardonically. We knew this was quite comprehensible and when we were called by the go between to meet in Jolly Bee Taft we were elated. These thoughts were playing through our minds when suddenly a stern looking Julia broke free from the crowd. Before she walked up the stairs to the entrance, a revolving door, she scanned around. Upon seeing us a smile broke and she waved. A bit worried about her late arrival Jerry inquisitively asked:




    “We did not expect you to be here Julia. Has something gone wrong.”




    “No, no, no, nothing has gone wrong. I am sorry for being late. I can only blame traffic. Traffic is very bad. May be because it is Friday night,” she said and smiled, “I am the go-between and I have your instructions with me and they are ready. Please listen carefully and remember. You are going to Bontoc tomorrow. So, please take a bus to Baguio first, stay overnight there and take the early bus to Bontoc town. Check into this hotel,” and she named one which turned out to be under the smoke of Bontoc church, “please wait there. You will be contacted and taken to Bugnay, the village of Macliing Dulag, the slain Kalinga leader of the Budbud tribe. Please read up on the Chico river Dam project so you are well versed in the history of the people there,” she explained calmly.




    “Okay,” I answered, “that should be easy enough, but Julie why all the mysticism? This is a public place. If the intelligence is on your trail you could be hit or picked up any time and we could be followed. This does not look much like a covert operation,” I smiled.




    “We can’t be too careful Frans, but realize that the Army does not have much of an intelligence organization and do not expect foreign journalist to go inside without them knowing about it. Journalists normally go with the Army, not with the NPA. That is why we find it a good idea too that you want to show the face of the NPA. I am sure they will organize a meeting with Father Balweg for you. He is a priest and a high commander in the New People’s Army. He is also a Tinggyan, a tribe neighboring the Bontocs and Kalingas. The NPA there will show you all, they control the areas in the mountains. Have a good trip and leave tomorrow please. Now I must go, I have a family to look after,” she said and smiled as she was getting up, “oh one more thing,” she said hesitatingly dropping silence. She looked at us like she was conspiring Jerry coughed and I felt like saying ahem, but she was not deterred and kept the silence going while we painfully became aware of the deafening noise of the people around us who had children playing and screaming and adults talking loud. When the door moved the street noise came in too but Julie waited still and now I got a little nervous:




    “Tell us Julie, please,” I asked.




    “It is playing on your patience again. There are operations in the area where you are going. Sagada is nearby and there are troops in that town creating lots of trouble and the people are protesting. So, you may have to wait in Bontoc but don’t be discouraged if it takes several days. You should have ample time for the NPA celebrations,” she said and looked like she felt she had told us all and resolutely turned to the door. Once outside she looked back at us, gave us a smile then disappeared into a jeepney. So, there we were, though I had been in neighboring Ifugao once, we did not know anything about the Bontocs or Kalingas. We knew of course that the Cordillera Mountain Range was populated with Indigenous Peoples and while working for the Royal Tropical Institute in Amsterdam I had gone into the mountains of the Ifugao to portray how a broken leg was treated; this with respect to a visual production on modern and traditional medicine. I remember I was impressed with the knowledge but more so with the control one could have over one’s body. Years ago after a nine hour bus ride I walked up the mountain with an Ifugao teacher of the Asian Social Institute to reach the very traditional house of his brother. There on the slopes of the mountains the phenomenal rice terraces of the Ifugao people stretched for miles. I looked on over the fields where women in splendorous light were busy planting rice in the carved out fields. Impressed that evening I was when we embarked on the discussion on the old ways of healing and so decided to call on the medicine man to perform a healing ceremony on a boy who had broken his leg. Of course the boy who had fallen from a tree was real but the fall was faked and so the next day we visualized his broken leg, but I was utterly surprised that really two healers were brought in. The first healer read from the liver of a chicken what had caused the unfortunate fall+ was it a matter of losing control over limbs, was it a psychological matter. This had to be determined first before a woman of the village actually spalked the leg after administering medicine on the injured spot. His mother had brought the boy back home and his father now with the woman healer who whispered as she chew on some roots to let the red liquid drip from her mouth and onto the spot. Meanwhile the medicine man was called in again and to start the ritual to find out what had gone wrong: What was on the boys mind when he fell from the tree where normally he would climb it without thinking? What had obstructed him; disturbed him? Had he been given an assignment beyond his capacity and so had made him nervous? Who was responsible for his fall and the boy himself, had he been distracted? The boy, surrounded by experts, just sat there complacently. As the woman did what was needed mechanically the medicine man did so spiritually. When it was determined it had been nobody’s fault but the boy’s the medicine man spoke to him softly for several minutes like he was making him go into a trance. I was told he had whispered to focus on his healing and so when the piece of wood was put on his leg and the broken bone put back into position that he from then on, while in the house, was not allowed to move for a night and a day, 24 hours. This was not something I believed to be possible, but I was proved to be wrong. Those few minutes of being led to go inside oneself were enough to make the boy sit still and I mean absolutely still for hours. He did not move an inch and less for the next few hours, till the medicine man declared him healed. Of course this was just a reenactment so in real it would have taken much more time. But, again the brother of my Ifugao friend explained to me that this was quite a normal thing for after 24 hours the leg had healed but was not strong enough to walk on, yet at the same time strong enough to move again by using a stick to lean on. In fact, I was assured that in a week the leg had healed completely and the boy would be able to walk again, unhampered by –and that was the comparison made in the visuals- casts or other modern medical equipment. I was astounded at the time because of the complete submission to healing the people could evoke, a traditional thing sure, my friend told me with a proud smile. So, telling this story to Jerry in that Jollibee restaurant in Maynila I evoked lots of interest in him too and he reacted enthusiastically:




    “We will have to get some books man. Let’s go back to the Asian Social Institute right now and ask our friends in the library? Perhaps we can borrow a few to read during the long rides on the buses?”




    “Good idea,” I answered and got up to follow his lead. We walked back to the Institute’s guest house where we were staying and knocked on a few doors there. Because we realized the library was closed on a Friday night we met some of the students who had had assignments in the Cordillera who were happy to lend us some of their books. Easily excited now we went to our room till we realized we had to go on an early trip and so only read a little before turning in for a good night’s sleep.




    A jeepney ride to the bus terminal the next day through the fumes of their exhaust pipes definitely woke us up beyond repair and so passing through Quiapo again we felt locked in and wondered how these drivers could sustain the fumes. After we passing Plaza Miranda with Quiapo church on the left of choked road we headed for Quezon City and on to Edificio de los Santos where most of the bus companies had terminals with buses bound for the north. We arrived there an hour or so later and soon enough boarded a bus for Baguio.




    





    Box 1 * Geography Gran Cordillera is the highest and largest mountain range in the Philippines. It comprises about 1/6 of the whole Luzon island with a total area of 18,300 km². The Philippines, as an archipelago of 7,100 islands, is situated between the South-China Sea to the West and the Pacific Ocean (Philippine Sea) in the East. Its main islands are Luzon (on which the




    





    Population The population of the Cordillera is about 1.1 million, about 2% of the Philippine population. It is the ancestral domain of the Igorots (‘people from the mountains’). It is divided into six provinces and seven ethno-linguistic groups: Kalinga (home of the Kalinga and the Isneg), Apayao (Isneg), Abra (Tinggian), Mountain Province (Kankanaey), Ifugao (Ifugao), and Benguet (Kankanaey and Ibaloi)




    





    Culture and Language Although each of the seven ethno-linguistic groups has its own language, they share a common cultural background and language, which is called Ilocano. As an indigenous people the Cordillera people are different from the Philippine majority in their perception of land ownership. The Igorots view land as the source of life, an integral part of a cultural identity that traces its origins from the land. The land is considered sacred and can neither be owned or sold, but it should be nurtured to produce life for the communities. For the Igorots, the loss of their land, or their alienation from it, is the same as taking their lives. It is because of this belief that the Cordillera forebears have willingly shed blood to defend their domain from colonizers, and why countless Igorots have since then fought for the right to remain on their land.




    





    Economy The Cordillera is one of the richest regions in terms of natural resources. It is a major resource base of the Philippines: 11% of the total area is agricultural rice fields, orchards, swine farms and pasture lands; 60% of the country’s temperate vegetables are produced in the area. It is the premier mining district; there are eight big mining companies operating which are mostly foreign controlled. Some 80% of the total Philippine gold production comes from the Cordillera. Another important aspect with respect to potential resources is that the Cordillera is home to the headwaters of the major rivers in Northern Luzon. If these rivers were to be dammed it could provide at least five million kilowatts of the total electrical needs (some 56%) of the entire country.




    





    Environmental problems Two major problems threaten the living environment of the people in the Cordillera. The first problem concerns the dam projects; through these projects many people have to flee their houses and seek refuge in other areas. The second problem concerns the foreign mining companies; through these projects mineral resources ate taken away from the tribal lands and the environment is being destroyed.




    





    History: The Philippines, named after King Philip II of Spain in 1618, was already of interest to Spain before the Spaniards even reached the land. In 1565, reports of huge gold mines in the Cordillera reached the Viceroy of Mexico, which led to the first official Spanish expedition to the Cordillera in 1576. King Philip III, waging the Thirty Year War which needed funding, sent orders for large expeditions to the Philippines. In 1620, Captain Garcia de Aldana Cabrera offered the resisting Igorot tribal leaders clemency if they were willing to accept Catholic religion, obey the Spanish government and pay a fifth of all their mined gold to the Spanish King. They refused and the Spanish conquerors built forts and organized military troops to start the exploitation of the gold mines. During the years that followed, the Spanish managed to trade gold despite setbacks from the Igorots, who because of their resistance remained relatively independent from Spanish rule. The price that the Igorots had to pay for this independence was that they became different from their colonized brothers. The Philippines staged Asia’s first nationalistic revolution in 1896, and declared its independence on June 12, 1898. The newly founded country was soon taken over by the United States of America. The US was the first foreign nation to fully invade the highlands of the Gran Cordillera to push the mining operations in the territory. On September 27, 1927, the Benguet Consolidated Mining Company discovered one of the richest veins of gold ever, at a time when the USA was entering the Great Depression. This was the start of a real gold rush into Cordillera region: in 1929, there were 94 mining companies, by 1933 there were 17,812.




    This extreme growth had tremendous results for the landscape; it changed the original one way Mountain Trail into a busy highway despite the road slides and cuts that occur up to this day. Again, similar to the fight against the Spanish, the indigenous inhabitants protested against the destruction of their land and the neglecting of their rights. Mining operations continued to grow and by 1939 the Philippines ranked among the world’s leading gold producers, and second to the state of California among US producers. From 1936 to 1946 the Philippines was granted domestic self administration under the Commonwealth of the Philippines as a transitional period to complete independence. From 1941 to 1945 the country fell under Japanese rule, and was liberated by the USA. The USA subsequently recognized Philippine independence on July 4, 1946. The independent republic’s policy shifted towards the integration of the ‘cultural minorities’ into mainstream culture. In 1966 the Philippine Congress passed the ‘Separation Bill’, dividing the old Mountain Province into four new ones: Banquet, Mountain Province (Bontoc), Ifugao and Kalinga-Apayo. The political elite hoped that the creation of several provinces would, by increasing the region’s representation, increase development spending in the area.




    Under the Marcos’ administration, politicization of the Cordillera took a new turn. National government development projects in the area were against the interests of the indigenous peoples, and were strongly resisted by them. Particularly important were the Chico River Dam project and the Cellophil project. The first threatened to inundate traditional villages, the second gave outsiders control over vast forest lands. Resistance resulted in increased regional consciousness rather than local ethnic consciousness. This period is known for its arbitrary arrests, disappearances and torture. With the killing of Benigno Aquino in 1983, the human rights situation further deteriorated. In 1986, because of financial fraud, Marcos had to step back from office and was succeeded by Corazon Aquino. Under her leadership the human rights situation started to improve; political prisoners were released, repressive laws were repealed and all relevant UN Conventions were ratified. However, the Aquino administration failed to tackle substantial issues such as land reform and the restructuring of the economy. After the collapse of the negotiations between the government and the National Democratic Front (NDF), Aquino declared the “Total War Policy”, aimed at recovering New People’s Army (NPA) controlled areas and to destroy the NPA’s organizational and infrastructure base. The NPA had moved into the Cordillera to assist in the resistance against the projects.


  




  

    Chapter Two – the journey to the Cordillera, the wait in Bontoc




    It was rather amazing to experience that the ride to Baguio was rather swift, it took just five hour from Manila but in Manila on Edificio de los Santos Avenue, EDSA, traffic jams agonizingly slowed the bus down. To get to Balintawak on EDSA took close to an hour already. EDSA, then the outer ring around the City, is an overwhelmingly smog like thoroughfare and in passing through, though passing may not be the right word, we were standing still more often than that we were moving. Once reaching Balintawak though we hit the super highway, as it was called, and with the toll station behind the ride was smooth and swift. After Dau near Angeles City, the city of Sin, the road narrowed and the bus somewhat slowed down. When we passed Dagupan near the Lingayen Gulf where in the remote past Chinese merchants traded with the people living there long before the Spaniards colonized the Philippines, named after King Philip of Spain, the run up into to Baguio began. Baguio the summer capital of Luzon as it is fondly called because of its altitude which, compared to the plains is somewhat cooler. Hence many of the rich have a second home there. Having arrived then we walked to the bus company serving intra Cordillera and confirmed our seats on six o’clock morning bus to Bontoc, a seven hour ride we were told. We had been reading up, but it was not nearly enough to comprehend the extent of the of tribal life in these majestic mountains. Mining was a major industry here and the lowlanders, as the tribals called the people of the plains, organized gold mining. Since we had a bit of afternoon left we decided to hire a jeepney to Benguet Mining Corporation to get an idea of life in and around the mine. One of their mines was not very far from the city but located down the mountain. On the way down the descent was steeper than I had anticipated and I felt relieved when around a sharp bend suddenly a strange looking building, apparently the home of the miners, appeared; the home of gold diggers. We were not allowed to go into the mine itself, but the miners and their families were more than willing to talk to us. All Igorots, men of the mountains, had come to live and work here because of land problems, a rising concern at the time, since much land was forcibly bought at back-breaking prices. No other way to earn a living now they were exploited here we were told by a group of men who were more or less organized by a labor union. We were talking and learned that the children around their families had come from many different places in the Cordillera but had no school to go and played games. We took pictures of them and were later led by a few men to a river nearby. This river was common property, not owned by the company, and so many people without a job survived by panning gold there. At first we could not quite believe that but they took us down to the river a few hundred yards away to see for ourselves. And, indeed around a bend in the scenic river flowing through what was once a forest a few men were busy panning and sieving. To separate the gold from the stones they had they had self-made contraptions. This was hard work and heavy too I learned when I accepted the invitation to try myself. A salvo of laughter sounded when they saw how clumsy I was and so friendship was born, more so when Jerry gave it a try too but hopelessly failed as well. So, here we were in a beautiful natural environment which because of the great scale mining had turned into wasteland. Gold, I wondered, it is good for nothing but since it is so rare it gives a kind of credence to value and for that reason alone it is beautiful and used to express status. “The contrast could not have been more profound,” Jerry said to the men, “people here have been robbed of their land and now, for a beggar’s fee, work to enable other people, people with means and stature, to show off.”




    “So this is it,” I remarked, “this is where the gold comes from, the gold people adorn themselves with? Do they know what has to be done to get it? Do they know the cost of the environment, the people? What to do with the waste?” I asked.




    “Yeah, this is the way we live. We have no alternative!” one of the men answered. Jerry reminded me then of our journey into the mountainous gold fields of Mindanao near the town of Tagum which is not very far from Davao. There we had experienced illegal and very dangerous gold digging. Hundreds of men, a whole village really with amenities like prostitutes provided too, were crawling under ground and had created an environmental danger in the process. The danger was downstream, the small river we crossed on a motor bike used as a taxi to get to the site, a site guarded by Army Personnel because frequent attacks were carried out by what they called rebel forces. These forces could be anyone and that means from criminal forces to the regular NPA or the MNLF, the Moro National Liberation Front. That danger was a real threat to man and beast because the miners used mercury to extract the gold, a common feature. This mercury when heated evaporates and hits the surface water. Going downstream that mercury causes severe illnesses. This had been the case when we were there and we had been cautioned about the perils of prolonged exposure. Thinking on this Jerry asked if the people in the river here were using the same techniques:




    “Yes we do. To get pure gold mercury is a necessity,” another man answered, “but at least we are careful with it here and take precautions so it cannot leak away. Also we catch the vapors in a way we can used the mercury again and again,” he explained.




    “So, you minimize the environmental effects which could severely hurt people even far away from this site?” I asked.




    “That is the idea,” he confirmed. Though not quite satisfied yet our time was running out. It was nearing sunset and we had only time to see the next shift of miners getting ready to do their duty. Once they had been relieved those coming out of the bowels of the mountain before us, we too called it a day and warmly exchanged goodbyes then moved to wait for a jeepney to take us back:




    “So Jerry,” I began as we waited on the roadside where in contrast to Taft Avenue in Manila or the main street of Baguio jeepneys here only passed by once every hour or so. Not on time they run, either because drivers rent their jeepneys or don’t like to spend fuel for nothing. So they waited till their vehicles were completely filled up. Full meant really full; especially in the countryside this could mean people would ride on the roof too. Luckily we did not have to wait long and were even luckier now that we knew this was going to be the last ride of the day. Not quite full when we left but filling up rapidly on the way and so crammed with people and lots of commercial produce we reached Baguio City. When we reached the terminal we sighed relief. Going to the hotel where we checked in before going to the mine was an option but Jerry suggested to get something to eat first. Like in Manila this was easily arranged for at the terminal eager vendors advertising their delicacies were running around. We however opted for a small restaurant at the far not so busy and noisy end of the terminal. There, at least, we could eat and talk. Chicken adobo we had with rice and other paraphernalia like gulai, vegetables.
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