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FROM THE EDITOR’S DESK
I have oft said that the only thing the Philippines lacks is snow – it has 
everything else. In Surigao del Norte we found everything else by the bushel. 

Jake Miranda, local entrepreneur, described Surigao del Norte as “presently 
suffering an identity crisis”: does it want to continue to be stripped of its 
natural resources by the global mining industry or does it want to embrace 
eco and adventure tourism. It cannot happily do both.

The full meaning of the song “Ang bayan kong Pilipinas . . .” can be found 
here. Surigao is truly a land of gold and flowers, where foreigners have been 
enticed for centuries and where the average Filipino has been disinherited of 
wealth and health; in many places, Mother Nature has been left only barren 
hillsides, dry riverbeds and choked corals as meager footholds from where to 
find new ways to offer resplendent blooms.

How would eco/adventure tourism change the face of Surigao del Norte? 
First, it would inject the imported dollar into the grassroots of the community. 
A tourist provides many local people with payment for transport, accommodation, 
food and guidance et al, so the income first circulates throughout the greater 
population instead of only in the highest echelons. Any under-graduate 
economist can tell you that such grassroots-upwards circulation has a 
comparatively, disproportionately-positive benefit on GDP growth, as it 
stimulates more investment and promotion in sustainable tourism facilities.

Could Surigao del Norte offer sufficient motivation for the number of tourists 
required to achieve income-parity with mining? The simple answer is yes, 
easily . . . because so little of the income from mining actually circulates 
within the local community, the actual tourist numbers required for parity are 
fewer than currently go to Boracay.

Has Surigao del Norte got more to offer than Boracay? Again, the simple 
answer is yes. Compared to Boracay, Surigao del Norte has more: islands, 
beaches, rivers, lakes, golf courses, flora, fauna, indigenous species, indigenous 
peoples, cleaner seas and a more colorful history. With the vocally pro-
environment, pro-sustainable-development Governor Sol Matugas at the 
helm, there is great hope here that a page can be turned and that the new 
page will be filled with paragraphs of sustainable, eco/adventure tourism.

Please enjoy our discovery of water sports opportunities in Surigao del Norte, 
which is by no means a comprehensive disclosure - some municipalities were 
just not yet ready for full exposure – and if you are a potential investor in the 
tourist sector, you will find a host of opportunities written between the lines.

But, before you start your discovery, first read about some of the more exciting 
water sports events that have taken place during the past three months: 
kayaking, wakeboarding, sport fishing, river trekking and even boat building. 

Learn why, if you get out and get active, boating and water sports is more 
fun in the Philippines that any other place on the planet . . . and yes, we 
even found snow in our mind’s eye.

Martyn Willes
Consulting Editor
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he last weekend in May saw the waters off Ternate, 
Cavite, dotted with colorful kayaks and flooded 

with the enthusiasm of eager participants in the first 
event of the Kayak Philippines Series 2012. 

As the habagat-driven waves tumbled onto and 
seductively caressed the beach in front of the New 
Ternate Beach Resort, more than fifty experienced 
and novice paddlers frolicked in and beyond the 
surf, intent on improving their skills and mastering 
the elemental challenges of buoyancy, balance and 
momentum.

For more than a decade, the husband and wife team 
of Didi and Val Camara have been promoting kayaking 
from the beaches of Cavite, under the banner of 
Kayak Philippines. Using the beaches and facilities 
of the upmarket resorts, such as Puerto Azul and 

Caylabne Bay, they have trained and motivated more 
than a thousand paddlers to kayak in all corners of 
the Philippines.

On this occasion, Kayak Philippines chose the New 
Ternate Beach Resort as the venue to launch the trio 
of Kayak Explore events - events that will take 
paddlers to new kayaking destinations in Zambales 
and, probably, Calapan within the year. The Ternate 
event was specifically created to showcase sports-
related, eco-tourism opportunities in the municipality 
of Ternate and along the Maragondon River. 

The New Ternate Beach Resort is a more modest Cavite 
venue insomuch as accommodations are bamboo 
huts & cottages, and tents along the beach, and, the 
catering facilities are mostly bring-your-own. But 
the sea and the beach are the same as at the up-

T 

Kayak Explore 
Philippines Cavite

Words & 
photographs by 
JULIET SOLAR

Novices and 
local heroes 
were out in 
front and the 
spectators 
could not 
contain 
themselves.
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market venues, and perfect for learning how to (and 
how not to) kayak-for-fun on a budget.

We slept in the bamboo huts, open on all sides save 
for flowing white, floor-to-ceiling curtains. Cushions 
and a pillow somehow transformed each hut into its 
own soft oasis of tranquility. As evening enveloped 
the assembled media elite, we were also reminded 
that here (a little over an hour from the grim dazzle 
of the Mall Of Asia) Mother Nature has never forgotten 
how to dazzle even if we sometimes forget how to 
raise our eyes to the Milky Way and appreciate. For 
those who seek out her dimension, Mother Nature 
unceasingly unrolls an infinite canopy of stars for our 
pleasure, so crisp and definable in the clean, fresh 
sea air. We should sleep soundly here, knowing that 
Orion is the only one out hunting this night. 

There was not a 
single kayak left 
available for racing in 
the “5k”

The “main event” of Kayak Explore Ternate-Maragondon 
2012, was the 22km Kayak Marathon, which 
consisted of a paddle out from the beach, a 
circumnavigation of El Fraile Island (Fort Drum), 
around a mark boat (set a kilometer to the northeast 
of the resort) and then back to the beach for the finish. 
Eighteen paddlers, resplendent in their colorful 
rash-guards, easy-dry sports shorts and PFDs 
(Personal Flotation Devices), raced down the 
beach in the midst of a gray squall that, at that 
moment, was engulfing their first objective – the 
sculpted-by-Man, El Fraile Island.

After the squall passed, the first of two “kayaking 
clinics” commenced wherein beginners and novices 
were given instruction in the basics of paddle-handling 
and the best way to re-board a capsized kayak. As 
most participants discovered, the latter element of 
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the clinic proved most useful, as the bathymetry of 
the shoreline hereabouts creates potentially, kayak-
tipping waves during the habagat (southwest 
monsoon). 

Suitably acquainted with one of the golden rules of 
kayaking - always keep the waves ahead or behind 
your kayak, never on the beam – each group tested 
their learning with a beach launching and a rounding 
of buoys, followed by a, sometimes troublesome, 
beach landing.

A series of “crazy-eight” time-trials followed the 
clinics, with no small confusion reigning over the 
exact course to be paddled as explained – I think a 
diagram would have helped. If the fully-abled were 
having a challenge understanding the course to be 
paddled, you can imagine how Channel 5’s translator-
for-the-hearing-impaired, Liza Presnillo, was having 
an even greater challenge in passing on the information 
to the group of hearing-impaired participants, whose 
visually-emphasized enthusiasm for the moment 
seemed to dilute the requirement for complete 
comprehension of the detail.

Before the last of the crazy-eight time-trials could be 
completed, the first of the marathon paddlers were 
observed returning from their rain soaked exertions; 
they were now just a few hundred meters away, 
under a beautiful blue sky, patched randomly with 
white-puffs.

A gaggle of four marathon kayaks was approaching 
fast and it was obvious from both the participants 
and the spectators ashore, that there was some local 
honor here at stake. Even now, as they approached 
the finish, the rippling muscles of the local boys were 
powering them home in the lead kayak, extending 
their lead over the brace of kayaks immediately behind.

The brace were trading deeper paddle for deeper 
paddle in order to be the best runner-up on the day. 
Spectators ashore were screaming for even more 
speed. The fourth in line were determined, but in 
their stroke you could sense the futility of expending 
more energy for the now impossible chance of a 
place on the podium.

The remaining time trials were completed, inter-
leaved with the remaining marathon finishers. Lunch 
was served. Of note in this regard was that not a 
single plastic plate, cup or eating implement was 
seen on the beach during the entire event, instead 
we used wicker plates with banana leaf inserts, cups 
fashioned from shafts of bamboo and metal forks & 
spoons that could be reused for centuries hence. The 
concept of reusable, recyclable and compostable is a 
pervasive advocacy demonstrated at Kayak Philippines 
events.

If the “main event” was the 22km marathon then the 
“big event” was the 5km fun race. There was not a 
single kayak left available for racing in the “5k”, and 

A series of “crazy-eight” time-trials followed Val and Didi Camara, founders of Kayak 
Philippines

For some novices needed help to master the 
Cavite swells

5K race start: as 
in life, timing (the 
waves) is what sepa-
rates the winners
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the experienced, the novices and the beginners were 
all pumped up and raring to go long before the start. 
Without doubt, the “its the more fun in the Philippines” 
tourism slogan could be applied to this moment. I 
hope the group of Cavite Tourism Officers, outstanding 
in their neatly pressed, monogrammed, turquoise 
shirts, took note.

As in life, timing is what separates the winners from 
might-have-been-winners if-only. At the start the 
fleet of foot rushed into the carousing waters of a 
large receding wave and the most determined few 
launched themselves over the top of the surging 
wave that followed – those tardy by just half a second 
were washed back up the beach on the foam, with 
some obstructing others as they floundered broadside 
in the wash. Before the last kayak left the beach the 
leaders were apparently half way to the first turning 
mark.

Novices and local heroes were out in front and the 
spectators could not contain themselves. 

As the first two kayaks approached the finish even 
the PA system, which had been drowning polite 
conversations with the most intrusive of disco 
garbage since 6am, was overwhelmed with the 
cheering and impassioned encouragement. At 50 
meters out, the novices from Calapan were barely a 
bow ahead of the local heroes and paddles were 
occasionally interleaved during the final sprint to the 
sand. A broken wave finally separated the two kayaks; 
the Calapan pair were rewarded for their frenzied 
determination, and were lifted clear ahead to surf to 
victory.

The race for third was equally dramatic and only the 
force of another broken wave, about 5 meters from 

touch down, decided respective fates. As the remaining 
kayaks followed, their occupants mostly  tumbling 
ashore through the crashing waves; the laughter and 
merriment of all of the finishers was fused with the 
sounds of the rushing and bubbling surf in a way that 
a studio sound-mixer could only dream of.

The final kayaking event of the day was the leisurely 
paddle to the Maragondon River, to visit the under-
construction kayaking adventure park there. The 
objective of the park is to provide a beautiful place 
where to learn the pleasures of river kayaking and to 
encourage day-trip tourists to enjoy a slice of pro-
vincial life less than two hours from the center of 
Manila.

A dozen kayaks set out for the kilometer paddle to 
the mouth of the river, from where we were to paddle 
another kilometer or so up the river to the park.

The habagat had been unrelenting since noon and 
the waves near the mouth of the river were breaking in 
battalions and shouting, “try me if you dare”. We let 
the guys on the most adventurous kayak go ahead 
while we back-paddled, to position ourselves as 
spectators to the fully-expected capsizing exhibition. 
Upon their second capsize, my paddling partner and 
I discussed our prospects and decided that we would 
leave the the river mouth for another day. As if to 
reconfirm our analysis, the ever-present safety boat 
approached us with a specific instruction: “return to 
the beach”.

Ashore, there was just enough sunshine and time to 
dry rashguards and sports shorts on beach chairs 
before the finale of the day’s events: the awards; to 
be presented by the Barangay Captain of Bucana/ 
ABC Chairman Gomez Linayao, Jr.

Uppermost: Crazy-eight 
paddlers surf home
Above:The PA system 
was overwhelmed 
with the cheering and 
impassioned encour-
agement

5K race winners ashore . . . 
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Between the podium awards for crazy eights, 5k and 
marathon we were entertained with dance and music 
presentations from the local school children. I must 
be aging more rapidly that the rest of the World or 
maybe I am just out of touch with American Idol et 
al. When I was at school, we acted out adult themes 
that came from the pages of Shakespear plays or 
the poetic verse surrounding national heroes, and 
dances were ballroom, but here, as entertainment 
for we adults, were barely teens (and some definitely 
not yet teens) acting out love affairs and romantic 
entanglements with such convincing expression 
as to suggest intimate knowledge of the subject. 
Embarrassed, for peace of mind, I applauded instead 
the choreography and the hours of practice that 
must have gone into the coordination of the dance 
steps and the training of voices.

During the 90-minute drive back to the grim dazzle 
of the Mall Of Asia I mused that, for a group of half-
a-dozen or more friends, kayaking at Ternate beach 
would make a superb escape from Manila for a day. 
It combines a slice of province life with an affordable, 
healthy and enjoyable sport. If you choose to sleep 
over then the romance of the stars overhead and the 
surf close at hand will surely, gently transport you to 
your own private dreamland.

For more information about upcoming Kayak Explore 
Philippines events - slated for Zambales and Calapan - 

or for fun kayaking at Ternate beach, contact Kayak 
Philippines via: email sunsea_didi@yahoo.com; on 
Facebook @Philippine Kayaking Series; and, by telephone 
+63 905 332-2530 or +63 2 468-7091.  

Novices from Calapan 
win the 5K race

Local hero’s of the 22K 
Marathon with Barangay 
Captain Gomez Linayao, Jr.
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  njoy freedom under the sun. With 7107 tropical 
   islands and 28,241 beaches, all one needs is a 

boat to enjoy Philippines to the fullest. 

Boating aficionados in the country can enjoy more 
luxurious escapades this year as Premium Yacht Sales 
Inc. is now a distinguished exclusive dealer of Sea Ray 
in the Philippines, in addition to their present dealer-
ship with Fairline.  Premium Yacht Sales Inc. has signed 
on to represent the Sea Ray Group to further meet the 
needs of customers and to increase its reach in the 
Philippine. Premium Yacht Sales recently unveiled the 
2012 Sea Ray Sundeck during the 4th Annual Sea Ex. 
Guests got to view first-hand an amazing example of 
progressive product engineering in action. The boat 
strikes a perfect balance between function, style, and 
innovation with its abundant seating, sporty good 
looks, and voluminous storage.  

Founded in 1959, Sea Ray is the world’s largest 
manufacturer of superior quality pleasure boats and 
has won a total of 46 Marine Industry Customer 
Satisfaction Index CSI Awards, the most of any boat 
builder in the history of the program. With more 
than 40 models ranging from 17 to 60 feet, Sea Ray 
makes a boat for every lifestyle each built with a 
unique commitment to quality, craftsmanship and 
excellence throughout. 

Wakeboarding is a relatively new sport in the Philippines 
having entered the mainstream sporting world not 

more than 5 years 
ago. Dubbed “the 
next watersport 
in the country”, 
wakeboarding has 

E

Advertisement by 
PREMIUM 

YACHT SALES

caught the eye of many sports associations and orga-
nizations, even the Philippine government. With this, 
Premium Yacht Sales Inc. is proud to announce that we 
have recently affiliated with Malibu Boats, giving more 
possibilities to discover the world beyond the shoreline. 

Malibu is the world’s top-selling towboat manufacturer. 
It’s the world’s largest provider of watersports-focused 
boats. Malibu’s boat line consists of The Response, The 
Wakesetter, and The Ride and includes the Axis Wake 
Research brand. As the global leader in state-of-the-
art water sports towboats, they have designed a break-
through wakesurfing innovation, Surf Gate (patent 
pending), which promises to revolutionize the sport. 
Surf Gate will be available on all 2013 Wakesetter models.

For sophisticated travellers with discerning tastes, Premium 
Yacht Sales Inc. is providing an unparalleled option for 
discovering the country’s most incredible and exotic 
destinations. With our world-class line of boats and yachts, 
you are welcomed into a comfortable and engaging 
lifestyle. On-board, each and every detail brims with 
thoughtful consideration - from superb performance, 
versatile water sport capabilities, to ultra-luxurious 
amenities, to exquisite interiors, top-notch everything 
simply becomes the standard. Luxurious cruising invites 
owners and guests to indulge in life’s finer things and 
experience superior comfort as they take in marvellous 
panoramas of natural, historical and cultural splendour 
sailing by. Owning a boat from Premium Yacht Sales Inc. 
is a guarantee of years full of exhilarating sites. Each 
experience will be intimate and unforgettable with the 
sea as your ultimate playground.

Where land ends, life begins… Make your boating 
experience luxurious with Premium Yacht Sales Inc. 

Freedom Under the Sun
With our world-
class line of 
boats and 
yachts, you are 
welcomed into 
a comfortable 
and engaging 
lifestyle.
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As we hiked 
closer to the 
falls I noticed 
the change in 
the characteris-
tics of the river 
bed: now with 
more pebbles 
and later rocks 
and boulders.

The Princess & The Falls: 
River Trekking 
Sapang Puti and 
Kasilak
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Our exploration team comprised New Cortes Barangay 
officials, members of Yond Adventure Mountain-
Caving Group (YAMOG), Davao del Norte Provincial 
Environment and Natural Resources Office (PENRO) 
representatives, plus a model, a make-up artist and 
myself. We took off on a ten minute habal-habal (a 
single motor bike with an extended seat) ride from 
the barangay hall to a jump-off point where motor-
bikes were no longer allowed entry.

At the jump-off point, YAMOG team leader, concurrent 
Municipal Budget Officer and Tourism Officer designate, 
Joel Quinanahan, designated sweepers & trail guides, 
to ensure the safety of our trek, and briefed us on 
the Sapang Puti (White River) and Kasilak falls. As 
we prepared for the upstream trek to Sapang Puti, 
each hiker was provided with individually packed 
food and water. Walking in single file, up ahead are 
the main guides and sweeper, followed by the slow 
paced hikers (like me :P). 

Off we set, into our adventure. Walking upstream 
we crossed at least nine streams and river beds. We 
traversed forest lands, converted to coconut plantation, 
where there are native-style houses made of Nipa, 

Words by 
GIRLIE CERVANTES
Photographs as
credited 

    ince I was about 8 years old, I always went out         
  on a weekend day-trek in a nearby creek or 

river, past the Skyline village where I lived. Since 
then, my interest in hiking has grown in parallel 
with my level of expertise, gained from trekking and 
climbing, and later to canyoning, where more technical 
skills are required. Hiking, although a known 
traditional sport in Europe, North America and 
 Japan is also very popular in Hong Kong and Taiwan, 
in the Philippines it is now gaining popularity, as 
evidenced by the increasing number adventure sports 
groups and specialty, outdoor equipment stores. 

Thirty five years down the road, river climbing, river 
trekking or mountain stream climbing remain my all 
time favorite outdoor adventure activity. 

With my limited time and resources to actually 
engage my passion, I have focused my eyes on New 
Corella – the water basin of Davao del Norte - on 
top of the list for outdoor adventure water sports 
destination, because it is only 90 minutes from Davao 
City. This year I got lucky, to be among the team who 
were first to explore waterfalls in New Corella other 
than its famed Panas waterfalls. 

S
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at least one of 
which had up 
until recently 
been used by 
insurgents, but 
was now aban-
doned because 
the reasons for 
insurgency have 
been diminished 
through improved 
livelihood op-
portunities. As 
we hike along 
the river banks 
and past ver-
dant pastures, 
we were met by 
cows, carabao, 

pigs and goats, and farmers tilling corn fields and 
coconut plantations. The only thing that was still 
disturbing was the evidence of slash & burn land 
expansion into the forests and the associated soil 
erosion, which would suggest an urgent need for 
more education and re-greening programs.

We soon entered realm of the ancient forests. As 
we hiked closer to the falls I noticed the change in 
the characteristics of the river bed: now with more 
pebbles and later rocks and boulders. I stopped a 
moment to savor the sound of birds chirping and 
water flowing, while my eyes feasted on the crystal 
clear, shallow waters and the glimpse of the sun-
beams piercing the natural forest canopies - a sight 
that enchanted and caught my attention on different 
levels. We came upon a century-old tree, believed to 
home of the banakon (king cobra) on its lower trunk 
and definitely the nesting place of Lawin (brahminy 
kites) on its top-most branches. 

Becoming somewhat entranced with the spiritual 
intoxication of the ancient forest two people in our 
group, who had at first appeared to be simply hikers, 
took on new meaning and the images of the legendary 

warrior, Princess Urduja, (ca. 1350–1400 AD), recognized 
heroine in Pangasinan, started to play with my 
vision. Princess Urduja is reputed to have challenged 
male warriors to duels, most of whom refused for 
fear of embarrassment; the princess vowed to marry 
only the one who can best her in duel . . .  there is no 
record of her ever marrying.

Back to our expedition. The two characters (a young 
lady holding a walking stick, which to my current 
imagination was a concealed sword, and a young 
[she] man clutching a box, which looked as if it might 
contain an offering to the anitos (gods appreciated 
more in times past) were up ahead of me. From a distance 
now, their actions suggested the relationship of 
master and servant. My imagination must have been 
toying with me; I must have been hungry. 

At last we took a break for snacks at a spot where 
there was ample tree shade beside gushing water. 
Some of our companions couldn’t resist the temptation 
of getting wet. Later I learned that where the water was 
gushing is the spot where the real upstream trek 
to Kasilak begins. Gaining power from the rest and 
body fuel, we carried on our way for another kilometer, 
this time the trail was becoming steeper and more 
strenuous, on both arms and legs, as we started climbing 
rocks and walls.

Here a walking-stick played an important role most 
especially in areas where river rocks aren’t steady. In the 
absence of trees and vines to cling on to, the stick aids 
balance while walking and is a good tool to measure the 
depth of a cavern. I was pleased to have a sturdy stick with 
me to clear my path and keep me safe from the unseen.

As we climbed up wet surfaces more skills and techniques 
were challenged, swimming included in the natural 
pools and water drops from the cascading falls. 
It was fun to climb up walls and rocks to get to 
the headwaters of Sapang Puti. Along the way we 
enjoyed a treat of a sweet solo (small) papaya tree, 
alone for harvest on the river bank. The water from 
the falls was cool, clean and fresh. 

Deeper into the 
forest through 
shallow cascading 
falls

Closer to the falls the 
river bed has more 
pebbles and later 
rocks and boulders
Far right: The entry 
point to Kasilak - our 
‘pit-stop’
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HOBIE PHILIPPINES

Kayaks - Sailboats - Parts - Accessories

SHOWROOM:  2F BMW Autozentrum, Commerce Avenue, Ayala Alabang, Muntinlupa City 4037769
                                          

EMAIL: hobie@e-2-door.com  PHONE: (632) 867-8608  MOBILE: +63-918-9999-E2D
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On a difficulty scale of 1 to 5 (five being very difficult) 
I would describe the Sapang Puti trek as a two-star, 
beginners trek, with a little added difficulty. 

The trek to Kasilak falls can be classified as three-
star, or fairly difficult. It is more challenging than the 
Sapang Puti trek because here we climbed up a narrow 
passages of rock formations with a heavy flow of 
water gushing over our bodies. My legs were wobbly 
and calves stiff, as we pressed on, deeper into the 
forest through shallow cascading falls. The surroundings 
were becoming progressively cooler and the rain, 
which started spitting in competition with the river 
flow, wasn’t helping me get better photos. 

The challenge in this river climb became more 
intense as we gradually ascended through the flat 
rocks and boulders. The walking stick proves to be an 
even greater ally as we climb the steeper, wet rocks. 
Further on we struggled up steep hills to finally see 
the beauty of the 40-foot multi- tiered waterfalls of 
Kasilak.

Climbers scurried underneath the falls to refresh. I 
was distressed - my camera battery was unexpectedly 
getting low and there were no power sockets in the 
forest where to recharge, making it almost impossible 
for me to capture the full extent of the moment. 
However, my distress was overpowered by the beauty of 
Kasilak. I was mesmerized by the serenity of the place 
and the interplay of sun light piercing the opening 
above the top of the falls. It brought me back to 
dreamland of fairytales and princesses. 

Frustrated by my camera, I went back to see if Joel’s 
serious photo shoot was on track. Emerging from 
the waters in a perfect shaft of forest sunlight my 
formerly imagined “Princess Urduja” took on a new 
identity. Our companion was taking on the form and 
perceived manner of the Diwata of Kasilak (the goddess 
of Kasilak). The name “Kasilak” was adopted from 
the Birhen sa Kasilak (Our Lady of Light), a patroness of 
Loon, Bohol, where Sidla Kasilak (Festival of lights) is 
celebrated in honor of the Lady on the 8th of September 
each year. 

Why? The municipality of New Corella and barangay 
New Cortes, in Davao del Norte, derive their names 
from their (sans “new”) namesakes on the island of 
Bohol, from where inhabitants were encouraged to 
migrate to Mindanao during the 1960s.

Feeling the change in weather and the increasing rain 
fall, which was gifting the river some new intensity, 
we took a safer trek through along hillside trails back 
to where we hoped a habal-habal would be waiting.  

For a six-hour daytime adventure trek package, to 
the Sapang Puti river and the Kasilak falls, contact the 
New Corella Municipal Tourism Officer, Joel Quinanahan, 
through mobile number +63 921 265-6668. 
Princesses not always included. 

Climbers can’t resist 
the temptation of the 
water falls

Climbing narrow 
passages of rock 

formation with heavy 
flow of water gushing 

over our bodies 

Far right: Our companion 
took on the form and 

perceived manner of the 
Diwata of Kasilak
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   ne sunny afternoon in May, the beach at 
the West Subic Bay end of Moonbay Marina, 

beside The Lighthouse Marina Resort, was turned 
into a bottle depository to demonstrate the diverse 
opportunities available for reusing that which is 
frequently thrown away. This was to be the inaugural 
Columbia Recyclable Regatta, to be followed a week 
later by a similar event in Cebu.

The event was the brainchild of Columbia Sports-
wear who are pioneering the event to claim a first-in-
the-Philippines. The idea was for teams to each build 
a water craft from recyclable materials and race them 
over a 200-meter course, to win a prize or two.

The “media” were invited and, in fact, turned out 
to be the main participants. The Lighthouse Marina 
Resort was the principal supporter in Subic Bay and 
it was in conjunction with them that food and other 
facilities were provided. On hand to lend advice, and 
to predict if a craft was likely to safely survive the 
200-meter paddle-dash, was Kiko Rustia - star of 
the TV series ‘Born To Be Wild’.

Assorted media were organized into teams of three 
or four people and each team was presented with 
a pile of empty plastic bottles, shafts of bamboo, a 
ball of string, tubes of silicon sealant and a pair of 
scissors. As “media”, Active Boating & Watersports was 
trioed with Ms. Razel Estrella from The Philippine Star 
newspaper and Ms. Nicole Batac from Total Fitness 
magazine; all the other major daily newspapers and 
lifestyle magazines were also represented, so there 
was a lot of boldface riding on the outcome.

The rules of the competition were straightforward: 
take the available items and create a boat that could 
be paddled by two team members, the 100 meters 
out to one of the Lighthouse Marina Resort’s yacht 
moorings and back. The main challenges were: how 
may bottles would be required to provide sufficient 
buoyancy; how to combine the bottles in such a way 
that the resulting “boat” could be paddled at a race-
winning speed; and, how to design a boat anyway - 
none of us had ever before designed such a boat. 
Let alone a boat made from the items available to 
us here.

I looked at my two teammates and I saw enthusiasm 
but little knowledge of how a boat should be built. I 
had designed and built an 18” long, battery powered, 
electric motor boat as a kid, so I adopted the role of 
chief designer and received at least a much support as 

Heinrich Dorfmann/Hardy Krüger did in The Flight 
of The Phoenix (1965 version, of course).

When I went to school I learned of Archimedes’ principle: 
the weight of a floating body is equal to the weight 
of water it displaces. For this craft to float it had to 
carry two of the team and still be paddle-able. Ergo, 
it would have to have at least as much bottled air 
liters as the kilogram weight of the two lightest crew, 
plus a bit extra to be sure to stay dry. 

The tricky question of determining current-weight 
now presented itself. Ladies (I mention no names): 
“60kg” and “about 60kg” (doubtful); me, “87kg”. 
Ideally, for power and experience, the paddlers 
should be me and the lightest 60kg’er; we would 
need to support at least 147kg.

Now we all know that seawater is 1.025:1 more 
buoyant than freshwater so, 147 divided by 1.025... 
while I was doing the math, Kiko dropped by and 
suggested that I was being far to scientific and that 
we should just tie bottles together until the craft 
floated with assigned crew. I finished the calculation 
anyway: 143.5 litres of bottled air required.

Counting the bottles supplied, we had 90, 1.5 litre 
plastic bottles for 135 litres of bottled air . . . someone 
would have to go on a crash diet. OK, forget Archimedes’, 
lets take Kiko’s logic.

The design of the boat had to be stable and as 
streamlined as possible. Should we go for a Papillon 
raft that Steve McQueen might be proud of, a kayak 
lookalike or should it be a multihull? Looking around 
it was apparent that all designs were already under 
construction in the other ‘boatyards’, including what 
appeared to be the beginning of a Welsh coracle. 
Having recently witnessed the awesome speed of the 
multihulls competing in the America’s Cup I plumped 
for a multihull, also for stability reasons . . . with only 
six shafts of bamboo provided, a catamaran seemed 
to be the way to go.

How to make 90, 1.5 litre bottles streamlined? 
One thing I knew was that the least surface area in 
contact with the water meant the fastest potential 
speed, so I devised a way of combining six bottles 
together so that each module of six bottles could be 
interlocked with a second module and so on, thus 
presenting the minimum amount of surface area to 
the surrounding water.

O
The Star Of Active Fitness

It was already 
dusk and the 
heavens opened 
beneath a 
tumultuous 
thunderstorm, 
blessing our 
boat for the 
racing ahead, 
and curtailing 
any further 
modifications 
to any of the 
boats.

Words & 
photographs by 

MARTYN WILLES

 

90 empty plastic 
bottles, 6 shafts of 
bamboo and a ball 
of string
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The Star Of Active Fitness
We set about using the “15 minute setting” silicon sealant 
to construct modules of six bottles each. It took us 
only 15 minutes to discover that the supplied silicon 
sealant does not set hard, has no identifiable bonding 
capacity and definitely cannot be used in place of a 
glue. Had it been provided just to confuse? 

String was the only answer. Modules started to come 
off the production line and Nicole & Razel set about 
tying the modules to two sets of paired bamboo 
shafts, while I managed the seats and crossbeams. 

One of the remaining shafts of bamboo was cut into 
three equal lengths to form a ‘seat’, while the other 
shaft of bamboo would be cut in half to facilitate two 
diagonal crossbeams - to give the overall structure 
some lateral rigidity. I lamented to Kiko that we were 
short by one shaft of bamboo, for the second seat.

It was at this point that we discovered that the ‘rules’ 
of the competition were not rules at all – more like 

guidelines or, perhaps even, just starting points. 
Kiko returned and dropped off an additional shaft of 
bamboo and we became aware that other teams had 
scavenged to acquire additional bottles & alternative 
plastic containers, and even 6” plastic pipes for 
additional framework.

But we were already ready to take our craft for its 
first sea-trial. We carried her gently to the water’s 
edge and: “hooray!” she held together, and floated! 
I always knew she would. Time to see if the same 
would be true with the lightest and the heaviest 
60kg’ers before trying the 87kg’er. Ooops! Nicole & 
Razel now had very wet pants and their dampened 
confidence in the boat designer was evident.

Grasping the moment, I enthusiastically stated that we 
just had to add a few more bottles. How many? Back to 
Archimedes. We did not have enough bottles because 
some of our not-yet-used bottles had disappeared from 
the boatyard while we were at the water’s edge.

So she was named and 
so she was launched

Razel & Nicole powering 
to victory in first heat

The girls attached the modules 
to the poles with good humor The Star Of Active Fitness Team The many varied designs displayed before the start
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We scavenged. A large box was dumped nearby; we 
rummaged. What we needed was at least four of 
those beautiful, streamlined 5ltr bottles but the only 
one we found had its bottom cut out. We eventually 
“discovered” four 2ltr and a dozen 1.5ltr bottles that 
nobody else was claiming. 

There was little space on the bamboo shafts to attach 
more six-bottle modules so we opted to place some 
of them in rows under the ‘seats’ . .  this would ruin 
the streamlining but at least the craft may float with 
the weight of the two 60kg’ers. I had already resigned 
myself to the fact that I would not be paddling.

The second sea-trial was largely a success insomuch as 
the ‘deck’ of the craft floated more above than below 
the surface of the water with the crew. With sufficient 
bottles to support at least 140 kg of weight but with 
the deck floating barely above the surface, it was obvious 
that a few weighing machine fibs had been told at the 
outset. I found places to add four more bottles.

Before any craft can be officially launched it should 
have a name. We struggled with a few ideas but in 
the end chose to name our boat after the team who 
had built it. Concatenating dissected forms of our 
various media entities we transformed The Philippine 
Star, Active Boating & Watersports and Total Fitness 
into the ‘Star of Active Fitness’. So she was named 
and so she was launched.

It was already dusk and the heavens opened 
beneath a tumultuous thunderstorm, blessing our 

boat for the racing ahead, and curtailing any further 
modifications to any of the boats. We ate; we slept.

Dawn broke and the fleet of media boats were taken 
to the beach to join a handful of other race entries 
that had been built previously, by independent Subic 
Bay teams, with more time and more resources . . . 
some of the other entries even looked seaworthy, one 
even had a camera on the bow to capture the action!

Racing in heats, the Star of Active Fitness won her 
first heat by a large margin and so progressed to the 
second round. Unfortunately, in the second round she 
was competing against a speed machine, designed 
and built over the past couple of weeks by people 
with bucket loads of materials and plenty of time to 
perfect their craft. Sadly, we would not go into the 
final round but I think Nicole & Razel were secretly 
happy because, the lack of streamlining, which resulted 
from compensating for the weighing machine fibs, 
had taken its toll on arms and shoulders.

In the final results The Star of Active Fitness achieved 
third overall in the media category and Columbia 
Sportswear presented us with gift checks as reward, 
to be spent at their newest store at the Harbor Point 
mall in the Subic Bay Freeport.

We thanked the Star of Active Fitness for her safe 
passage & valiant attempt at victory, and then sadly 
left her resting on the warm sand at the water’s edge, 
knowing she would soon be recycled and that only 
pixels and memories would remain. 

Razel & Nicole: a banner performance The Welsh coracle design performed well
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Plan-B was 
to head back 
to the wall 
beside the 
airport. The 
fish finder 
was beeping 
with determi-
nation again. 

Waiting for the Zizz:   

Words & 
photographs by 

JOHN SMART

port fishing in the Philippines is a burgeoning 
sport and a growing revenue earner for the tourism 

industry here. From Santa Ana to Siargao, sport fishing 
at sea is demonstrably one of the growing sports of 
choice for local and international anglers.

For two days in July, 35 sport fishermen and women 
from around the Philippines came together in Subic 
Bay for the first Gerry’s Grill Sport Fishing Tournament 
organized by the Philippine Game Fishing Foundation. 
Sponsored by Gerry’s Grill, co-sponsored by Broadwater 
Marine and Humminbird, and actively supported 
by SBMA Chairman, Roberto “Bobby” Garcia. The 
event kicked off with breakfast at 5am at the Aresi 
Restaurant and boats were on the water a few minutes 
after 6am on both days. All 35 had a single focus: to 
wait for the “zizz”.

Most of the anglers were from out of town and 
lacked the “local knowledge” to be totally effective. 
The local anglers demonstrated why local knowledge 
is so important to win any sport fishing competition, 
or even just to put food on the table. And, it is not 
enough just to know the “fishing spots”, you also 
have to know where the fish are. As the eventual 

S
Sport Fishing Subic Bay 

tournament winners (the Humminbird sponsored 
team of Ken Stevenson and Peter Santschi) 
explained, as they unloaded more than 70 lbs of 
fish at the end of the first day, “there was no action 
for four hours but we knew we were in the right 
place because we could see on the fish finder that 
the fish were just too deep [around 200 fathoms] 
for our gear . . . but when the tide changed the fish 
came up and started biting”.

At the end of the first day, only three out of the 
thirteen boats on the water had actually brought 
home a qualifying weight fish – the minimum 
weight to qualify was a fish of at least “one kilogram” 
(2.2 lbs).

The second day Active Boating & Watersports went 
out to fish with Rod Hegerty and Team Broadwater 
Marine aboard Plan-B - an Australian built, 17 foot 
Westerncraft speed boat, rigged for fishing. 

Team Broadwater Marine set out from Magellan’s 
Landing along the airport wall, towards the 
container port. We set two trolling rods in the hope 
of picking up a marauding Spanish mackerel or a 
barracuda. We could see plenty of fish on the fish 
finder but they were too deep to be interested in 
the surface trolled lures.

We circled around one of the channel marker 
buoys, which double as fish aggregating devices 
(FADs), without a bite and so headed for the shallow 
passage through the reef between Grande Island 
and Ocean Adventure. Once we left the proximity 
of the buoys there was absolutely nothing on the 
fish finder until we approached the reef; near the 
reef were many fish but mostly small fry, probably 
nothing much larger than our lures.

In the shallow passage are the last remains of the 
San Quentin - a Spanish era, steam-powered gunboat, 
deliberately sunk by the Spanish garrison, defending 
Subic Bay in 1898. At the time, the sinking 
effectively blocked the shallow passage and forced 
any large vessel approaching the Bay to use the 
deeper channel to the West of Grande Island. The 
Spaniard’s ultimate objective was to fortify Grande 
Island with West-facing cannon and thus effectively 
control seaborne access to Subic Bay. The hurried 
sinking and the fortifications were motivated by 
news, delivered by a visiting German ship, that 
an American flotilla was soon to arrive from Hong 
Kong with a Filipino revolutionary force, and that 

Peter and Ken 
returning with a 
thumbs up

Peter Santschi with 
14.3lb Red Snapper - 

largest fish award



2323BOATING&
WATERSPORTS 

Sport Fishing Subic Bay 

Absolutely nothing on 
the fish finder until we 
approached the reef

the strategy was to land the revolutionaries in Subic 
Bay and then send them overland to attack Manila 
at its weakest point, from the North.

Unfortunately for the Spanish, Subic Bay was 
inconveniently “out of stock” of cement to 
complete the emplacement of the canon and so, 
when the American ships arrived a few days later, 
there was nothing but rifle shot and blunderbuss 
with which to defend the Bay. The rest, as they say, 
is history.

If we had stopped in the shallow passage and rigged 
for bottom fishing, we may have had some success 
with grouper or snapper from around the remains of 
the San Quentin wreck. Instead we trolled purposefully 
on, at five knots, in a generally southerly direction; 
my history lesson and the overlooked fishing opportunity 
were lost on Team Broadwater Marine - they had 
bigger fish on their minds.

The Team Broadwater Marine strategy was simple: 
as Peter and Ken had already raised 76 plus lbs 

We set two trolling 
rods in the hope of 
picking up a marauding 
Spanish mackerel or a 
barracuda

marine
DB3000
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from the deep the previous day, and were already 
set about doing something similar on this day, the 
only way to beat them was to hook into a sailfish or 
a marlin. We tolled on with Subic Bay at our stern, 
between various shaped FADs, in the hope of find-
ing our quarry and claiming a victory for the ama-
teurs. What we were waiting for was the “zizz” – 
the sound of the reel-clutch resisting as a large fish 
strips line from the reel.

The horizon was becoming hazy as the breeze died 
away to almost nothing. Passing most of the FADs 
the fish finder went crazy with beeps and double 
beeps indicating medium and large fish in the vicinity. 

Eventually, the combination of no sailfish or marlin 
and the incessant beeps around each FAD proved 
too much temptation. Team leader Rod decided to 
switch to baited hooks and geostationary positioning 
near the FAD with the greatest fish action.

Rod opened the bait box and selected a 1 lb fish 
and a squid. He skillfully dissected the fish, cut it 
into chunks, he then cut the squid into bite sized 
strips and masterfully skewered first a squid strip 
then a fish chunk onto a bright red hook.

We could see on the fish finder that the bulk of the 
fish were beeping within the three to eight fathom 
range and so Rod lowered the baits, to a depth he 

judged to be about six fathoms, and prepared to 
strike. Almost immediately nothing happened and, 
save for a bird’s nest mysteriously disabling one 
reel, nothing continued to happen for an hour or 
more.

By late morning, the haze was so thick that it was 
almost impossible to distinguish where the wave-less 
sea met the almost overcast sky. As there was nothing 
to see and nothing to report I set about unraveling 
the birds nest while Rod alternately raised and lowered 
the one functioning line. I think his objective was 
to determine whether the lack of catch was due 
to bait having been cunningly removed by a fish 
with above average intelligence; the bait was water 
logged but otherwise exactly as it had been before 
its first descent to six fathoms’ish . . . not even a 
nibble, I noted.

When I was just a teen, in Somerset, I would spend 
days with a fishing rod and a box of bait, trudging 
along the river bank, rain or shine, never really caring 
whether a I came home with a fish. There was always 
something interesting to discover in the fields and 
trees along the riverbank. In July you could leave 
your rod and scrump on wild strawberries and 
elderberries; if you were out early you could pick 
fresh mushrooms around long-desiccated cow-pats 
and if you were lucky you could find a grass snake 
to chase into a rocky crevice. There were newts & 
tadpoles in dew ponds, and dragonflies dipping 
their rumps - “planting” the seeds of the next 
generation - in the silty shallows.

Here on, the flat calm ocean, only the informative beeping 
of the Humminbird fish finder broke the monotony.

By 11.00 am the beeping no longer informed - it 
mocked. Team Leader Rod decided that lunch 
ashore was a superior objective. We changed to 
trolling lures again and retraced our route across the 
lifeless expanse of blue ocean, through the shallow 
passage over the San Quentin, past the buoyish 
FADs, and tied up at Magellan’s Landing.

Fresh cut deli sandwiches consumed, Team Broadwater 
Marine was determined to catch at least one fish 
for the day: Plan-B was to head back to the wall 
beside the airport. The fish finder was beeping with 
determination again. There were plenty of fish along 
the wall at around three fathoms. We motored on . . 
. waiting for the zizz.

Maybe if we had trolled slower and deeper, maybe if we 
had use d live bait or strips of fish flesh, maybe if we 
actually knew how to catch the bounty of Subic Bay . . . 

By 2.00 pm Peter and Ken came speeding into view. 
The thumbs-up meant they had scored again. Only 

Sport fishermen came 
together in Subic
Bay for the first Gerry’s 
Grill Sport Fishing 
Tournament
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11 plus lbs this time but probably enough to raise 
the champion’s trophy. We followed them to the 
beach in front of Gerry’s Grill for the weigh-in.

Ashore, the anglers’ chatter was all about the marlin 
and the sailfish. Two boats had seen them, right 
where we had found nothing happening for so 
long. It seems that the big fish had arrived soon after 
we left the area, just after the tide had changed to 
flood - around lunchtime. While we were eating our 
deli sandwiches the big fish were munching on fish 
that beeped.

In the vicinity of Subic Bay there is much to catch 
for the well equipped sports fisher but what was 
apparent to me was that, if you want to catch your 
supper then you need something more than local 
knowledge of where. You need at least: the modern 
gadget-technology to find the depth of the fish; the 
appropriate lure or bait presented in the right way to 
fool the fish; and, the knowledge of how the fish move 
and feed depending on the tide. Team Broadwater 
Marine will return for the next tournament I am sure . . . 
better prepared and more learned.

The Subic Bay Sport Fishing Tournament was organized 
partly to generate publicity for the impending opening 
of a specific sport fishing area along the airport 
wall. In the near future, along the wall, bahay-kubo 

(native day huts) will be erected and fishing stations 
will be marked out; for a modest fee you will be able 
to spend the day catching whatever you can fool 
into hooking itself.

According to our fish finder, the airport wall was 
bountiful in fish at depths of three-to-five fathoms 
and will deliver great sport throughout the year. 
This is good news for sport fishing enthusiasts and 
for tourism in Subic Bay.

For more information about: the Philippine Game 
Fishing Foundation, visit their website at www.pgff.
net; sport fishing in Subic Bay, contact the Subic 
Bay Metropolitan Authority Tourism Head, Portia 
de-Guzman Zabala on +63 47 252 4362 or email 
pgzabala@sbma.com. 

Gerry’s Grill Sport Fishing Tournament Results

Australian Ken Stafford and Filipino Peter Santschi were in first place with a combined 95.4 lbs
Korean angler, Sean Lee, was second with 18.8 lbs
Filipino anglers Tony Espejo, Bong Nery & Lito Macapinlac placed third with a combined 
10.1 lbs. 

The largest fish award went to Peter Santschi for a 14.3 lb red snapper

Other qualifying catches were:
Bobby Garcia & Benedic Lim with a combined 9.6 lbs 

Boats arrive at Gerry’s Grill for the weigh-in

BOATING&
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ot too long ago somebody bought several 
wetsuits from my diveshop in Surigao City. 

I had a sense they were not recreational divers since 
they only paid for the wetsuits first and then asked 
what the regulators and tanks on display were for.  
It was an unconventional question since divers who 
come into the shop would usually be knowledgeable 
about standard diving equipment unless they were 
beginners who would come in for lessons. 

I met them again a few months later in a hospital 
emergency room when they brought in a fisherman 
who was suffering from a mortal case of the 
“bends”.  The “bends” or decompression sickness is a 
consequence of breathing air underwater; it builds 
up all excess nitrogen in your bodily tissues that 
cannot escape due to the pressure and act like mini-
explosive bubbles if you surface too quickly from 
large depths.  The fisherman was diving the day 
before using a “hookah” (air fed from an onboard 
compressor) or what is locally known as “boso.”  The 
patient died after a week of futile recovery.  He was 
too fragile to transport to the nearest recompression 
chamber. His family could only accept his fate.

It was only then that I started to ask questions about 
what happened.  Here was a small-time operation of 
five local divers and five more boatmen harvesting 
black coral trees from depths beyond 40 meters.  A 
Chinese businessman based in the city was aggressively 
buying their corals. In a month, these divers could 

harvest close to 100 trees weighing 500 kilos, and 
sell these at P100 a kilo to the buyer. Fifty thousand 
pesos a month fed their ten families. 

I asked them about their diving profiles, how deep 
they went and how long they stayed in the water.  I 
was shocked to find out that they would go to thirty 
“dupa” or a 150 feet in a heartbeat.  The “dupa” is 
the local unit of measure used by fishermen when 
letting out fishing lines; one “dupa” is roughly two 
arms length or five feet.  At a depth of 150 feet they 
would stay for as long as 30 minutes.  If they found 
black coral they would strain themselves as they 
hammer these out from its perch.  The fishermen 
would then raise the coral by tying these to buoys 
filled with air. More shockingly so was they would 
surface as fast as the buoys. This was not the end 
of it. The fishermen would dive three to four times 
a day sometimes with less than an hour’s interval 
between the dives!

Working laboriously in such depths increases the 
risks of suffering from the bends. The US Navy dive 
tables which lay out the safety standards of diving 
allow only about a minute at 150 feet before being 
required to rise to a shallower depth to decompress.

After hearing such appalling stories I brought in 
my resident divemaster and we talked to the group 
about safer diving practices including the proper way 
to surface hoping we could help them avoid another 
accident.

N
Black Coral – The Haunting Tree of the Sea

Like coral reefs 
in shallower 
waters, black 
coral provides 
shelter, act 
as feeding  
and breeding 
grounds for 
deep sea fish 
species and 
their prey, 
seriously 
contributing to 
our fish stocks.  

Words & 
photographs by 

JAKE MIRANDA

Black coral - first class Black coral - second class
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Black Coral – The Haunting Tree of the Sea
Soon after I met the Chinese businessman.  Let’s 
name him Jacky. He looked remorseful of the fate 
met by one his divers. He even paid for all medical 
expenses and gave the bereaved wife some money. 

But weeks later Jacky bought more wetsuits, and 
ordered a couple of dive watches.  He introduced me 
to two “cousins” who were certified divers.  Then he 
was soon asking me if I knew of other areas where 
black coral could be found in shallower waters.  
I feigned interest and asked my own questions.

He showed me where he stored all the black coral in 
a vacant lot in Surigao City.  He then told me he was 
selling all his black coral to Davao City where somebody 
else would ship these out to Manila.  There were several 
supply lines.  He repeatedly mentioned Bohol and 
Cebu.  Ultimately the black coral would all land in 
China.  I soon learned that the demand for black coral 
was greatest in the North American and European 
markets.  China was the jeweler.  The Philippines and 

Black coral just surfaced

continued on page 56
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A

Dinagat Lake-
Diving Adventure: 

Bababu Lake
Words by 

MARTYN WILLES
Photographs as 

credited 

The walls of 
the lake drop 
sharp and 
steep to murky 
depths, and 
fallen, sunken 
vegetation 
at the shore 
strangely 
continues to 
grow with the 
smallest of 
footholds on 
land.

breakaway part of Surigao del Norte (and, 
some suggest, soon to be reunited), Dinagat 

Island has many charms: forested mountains, rivers, 
mangroves, pocket beaches and a host of smaller 
islands in the vicinity. Dinagat Island is not a 
destination on many tourist maps but we were 
invited to visit a small part of it and to experience 
a unique adventure that will one day become one 
of its most popular attractions, especially for scuba 
divers and trekkers.

Lake Bababu lies in the southwest quadrant of 
Dinagat Island. The lake is approximately 300 meters 
from the seashore and can be accessed from a small 
bay, just wide enough for a trio of native, outrigger 
banka boats.

Disembarking from a banka, the soft white sand 
will be likely found littered with debris (during the 
southwest monsoon) or virtually pristine (during the 
northeast monsoon season). A caretaker cleans the 
beach because it also serves as a landing point for 
religious groups, who climb to a point on the hillside 
to enter a prayer chapel.

The path from the beach is immediately steep. The 
first half is “paved” with concrete-slab steps but is 

nonetheless steep and calves progressively wince 
at each succeeding step. Ascending farther and 
the terrain is more like a badger trail, with many 
overhanging branches that will spring-back on your 
companions if you are not careful.

Approaching the highest point of the trail, the terrain 
is momentarily flatter. Still amongst trees, ferns, 
vines and shrubs, there is ample evidence of 
selectively felled, precious hardwoods - cut to order 
by chainsaw and hauled out by hand. A few forest 
birds communicate the coming of Man and stay a 
safe distance from potential arrowhead, airgun and 
camera. At the highest point of the trail a GPS will 
read 415-feet above sea level.

After a few drops and rises over alternate muddy and 
rocky transits the trail reaches a fork. Conventional 
logic would suggest go left towards where the as yet 
unseen lake should be; conventional spiritual guidance 
says go right on the southern journey and then return 
North along the alternate path. When in the forest 
it is the wise man who follows the counsel of the 
spirits.

The right fork descends over boulders where tree 
root and vine provide foot- and hand- hold. At the 

A commotion of 
feeding fish at the 
surface
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extent of the descent, a crossroads. Left should be 
to the lake but right also seems to be the direction of 
water; straight ahead is a scoured path, most likely 
the route of traumatized hardwoods and towards 
civilization of a sort. Left and down.

The trail is steeper now and knees and thighs are 
complaining of the torturous descent. Sliding would 
be an easy option except for the jagged limestone 
outcrops along the way. Halfway down we catch our 
first brief glimpse of Bababu Lake, freshly aquamarine 
through the break in the foliage. A rope would help 
here . . . one was not in any backpack unloaded from 
the banka.

Finally, after a steep zigzag section the lake shore is 
just meters away. Brilliantly aquamarine and nary a 
ripple on her surface. 

At the left, on the shoreline, a huge trunk that has 
fallen from far above, secured by its weight to the 
shore, juts out, floating, perpendicular to the shoreline. 
To the right just jagged limestone that disappears 
almost vertically up into a forest that hangs out 
expectantly, branches dipping the water, and down 
almost vertically into the depths of the Bababu 
Lake.

A visitor must first drink from 
the lake or accept a deadly 
embrace in its depths

Far to the left are shear walls of exposed white limestone

Tree root and vine 
provide foot- and 
hand- hold
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A commotion of 
feeding fish at 
the surface, under 
the branches, 
shows there is 
life in the lake 
and a few swirls 
out in the center 
of the lake con-
firm a stock of 
fish that are 
mobile.

Ancient belief 
suggests that 

there is one large fish that is guardian to the spirits 
here; ritual dictates that upon arrival, and before 
entering, a visitor must first drink from the lake or 
accept a deadly embrace in its depths. We cup our 
hands and drink of the brackish water.

Far to the left are shear walls of exposed white limestone; 
to the right only forest. Across the lake is a flat area 
below the forested cliffs, perhaps the result of a 
landslide, where a few coconut palms are deliberately 
competing with the forest trees, probably with the 
assistance of Man - a yellow, one-person banka is 
hauled ashore there.

A few forest birds, still call alarm at the rare presence 
of Man; in a very tall ancient tree, as yet uncut, high 
above the forest canopy to the right, a brahminy kite 
perches, preens and broadcasts its territorial claim.

We enter the water to explore its expanse. The walls 
of the lake drop sharp and steep to murky depths, 
and fallen, sunken vegetation at the shore strangely 
continues to grow with the smallest of footholds on 
land. There are many shoals of unidentifiable small 
fish here, probably fry, as well as individual groupa, 
sweetlips, barracuda and other fish of the ocean. 
There is also a strange anomaly of a fish that is as 
yet undefined.

The strange anomaly is similar in shape to sweetlips 
but with bulging eyes and a set of piranha looking 
teeth; not a described fish so perhaps it is one of 
Nature’s evolutionary experiments; past, present or 
future dominant . . . I wonder. Only one such anomaly 
has been recorded in the lake so its numbers seem 
small, but then there was only one barracuda recorded 
in Bababu Lake also . . .

What we know from a previous visit is that this lake 
is connected to the sea. The deepest part so far 
explored is about 25 meters. The sides of the lake 
are almost vertical and there is a passage, about ten 

Sunken vegetation at 
the shore strangely 
continues to grow

The walls of the lake 
drop sharp and steep 
to murky depths
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meters down, to the right of the rocky beach where 
we arrived, that appears to lead to the sea.

The entrance to the sea-passage is about two meters 
high and about five meters wide. The passage opens 
out within a few meters of entry but nobody is known 
to have gone farther - lacking the correct equipment 
to dive at least 300 meters laterally and to overcome 
whatever obstacles may lay in the path.

The brahminy kite makes a final territorial warning 
and launches into the air to find food. Food is also 
our objective. Various backpacks rummaged produce 
puso (packages woven from coconut leaves in 
which rice is steamed to absorb the coconut leaf 
flavor), water, a handful of XO candies and one can 
of Spam. One can of Spam for a party of six! 

There is no 7-Eleven in the jungle and none of our 
party is inclined to capture indigenous critters for 
sustenance. On broad leafs we prepare the Spam - 
sliced almost as thin as sashimi it looks like a lot - 
share out the puso and consume our very welcome, 
light, late luncheon.

As all the food packaging, except 
the Spam can, was biodegradable 
we had little to take away from the 
lake and so, powered by Spam, 

we said good bye to the spirits of Bababu Lake and 
commenced our ascent back up the forested mountain, 
trying to remember the crossroads and forks that 
would lead us back to the concrete slab steps.

On our way to Bababu Lake we had encountered few 
insects or other annoyances but now, at around 4pm, 
the air seemed to be overflowing with mosquitoes. Stop 
for a moment and they would attack, in unformed 
squadrons, any square-centimeter of exposed skin. 
Stop long enough to eliminate a landed squadron 
and red ants, with stinging bites, would be drawn to 
the perspiration on feet and ankles. There was only 
one option: keep moving as fast as possible.

Previously rested calves winced again and knee & 
thigh muscles resisted movement . . . but to stop and 
rest was to be consumed.

Finally, after slip-sliding down the last of the 
leaf-covered, concrete block steps to the beach, the 
evening breeze dispersed the airborne hypodermics 
and warm sea ensured barrier to the red brigade.

Motoring out from the beach the discussion turned 
to planning for the first scuba exploration of the 
passage to the sea. Within a month probably, the 
secrets of the passage will be captured in pixels and 
published on the Internet. Will Yamashita’s Gold be 

Various marine creatures 
are found in the lake 
including snails

Lake Bababu as seen for the first time from the trail
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REGAL 
BOWRIDER JET 
FOR SALE

LOA 17 Feet. Built USA. Fitted with a 
Mercury 175XR Jet drive.  All original 
documents available. In immaculate 
condition. For delivery to the Philippines 
in October 2012.

Php 1,190,000

discovered? Will the strange anomaly of a fish be 
finally identified? Will another, as yet unseen, fish be 
discovered? Will someone, forgetting to drink of the 
water before entering, come face-to-face with the 
guardian fish of the lake?

As first scores, then hundreds of lake-divers and 
recreational scuba divers come to Bababu Lake each 
month, employment will be ensured for boatmen, 
guides, porters, cooks and trail-cleaners; another 
successful, sustainable, adventure tourism livelihood 
project will have been created.

Today, I am just happy to have been the first known 
European to have tasted the waters of Bababu Lake 
and to have survived the trek to write about it.

For more information about how to get to Bababu 
Lake, contact: Surigao Dive Club, Punta Bilar 
Dive Center & Marine Sanctuary Office, telephone 
+63 920 909-0999. 

Puso and Spam, 
sliced almost as thin 

as sashimi

Adventurers all: 
Jake, Romy, Lyndon, 

your editor and 
Dindo
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This heavily 
sponsored 
event brings 
surfing profes-
sionals from 
Europe, Asia, 
North America, 
Hawaii, 
Australia and 
Fiji, competing 
to be crowned 
the champion 
of the most 
perfect barrel 
in Asia.

Words by 
MARTYN WILLES

Photographs as 
credited 

SURIGAO DEL NORTE

Cloud 9 can easily be overcrowded, even 
when the waves are only a meter high
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Lake Mainit is an important stopover for migratory 
birds traveling across the Philippine archipelago for 
the winter. Recent surveys show that tens of thousands 
of non-resident ducks, waders and seabirds can be 
found around Lake Mainit during the months of 
September to February, including tufted duck, 
egrets, Chinese pond-herons, black-headed gulls 
and common terns.

Mayor Ramon Beltran Mondano was coincidentally 
visiting the resort during our visit, to view its latest 
expansion: the construction of a walkway with ten, 
single-bedroom, over-the-water resort rooms. We 
asked him what other plans he had to develop the 
lake for tourism.

“We plan to have jet skis here and banana rides and 
kayaks . . . we are just waiting to find investors for 
these sports because the municipality cannot afford 
them itself”.

How the plans for jet skiing and banana rides will 
fit with the ongoing Lake Mainit Migratory Birds 
Conservation Project is unclear but we can easily see 
the potential for kayaking around the lake.

We could also see the potential of the lake as a sailing 
center: for learning to sail and for competition. The 
expanse of the lake, the year-round breeze and the 
frequent areas of wave-chop would make it perfect 
for such a venture. Maybe the Philippine Sailing 
Association should take a look at Lake Mainit as a 
year-round training camp, in preparation for the next 
Olympic Games in Rio de Janeiro.

We would return to Lake Mainit later but we first 
had to visit one of the many hot-springs that can be 
found around the lake; Mapaso hot-springs is about 
four kilometers from Mainit Lake.

Mapaso Hot-Springs

In an archipelago formed largely through volcanism 
and tectonic jousts, hot-springs are not a true novelty, 
but this particular development of this particular 
hot-spring highlights how even a small gift from 
Mother Nature can become a sustainable livelihood 
development project. The development of Mapaso 

    istorically, most sports travel writers visiting 
       Surigao del Norte dismissed Surigao City 

and its environs as having little interest except for 
offering the last reliable ATM before embarking a 
ferry for Siargao Island. Five years ago this was my 
analysis too.

Today, Surigao City and the municipalities that cover 
the most northerly promontory of Mindanao Island 
are bursting with enthusiasm for tourism and, truthfully, 
there is great potential here if the municipalities work 
together to develop a true adventure travel cooperative. 
Most of the potential is centered on water sports.

Surigao del Norte is all about adventure travel. 
Whether on land, in the mountains & valleys, or on 
the water; at almost every turn there is more than 
the usual fun in the Philippines here.

Mainit, Lake Mainit

Just one hour South of Surigao City is the fourth 
largest lake in the Philippines - Lake Mainit – and, 
it is claimed, the deepest. The water level in the lake 
rises and falls depending on the volume of rain that is 
channeled into it from the 28 rivers and streams that 
cascade from the hills to the East, West and South of 
the lake. The Mainit Lake drains to the South via the 
Kalinawan River, which also acts as a migratory route 
for the otherwise-resident eels.

Despite its size (approaching 175 square kilometers) 
and depth (at least 223 meters), Lake Mainit contains 
no sisters of “Nessie” (the famous Loch Ness monster 
from Scotland) but it is home to two indigenous fish 
species, harvested by the fishermen of the lake by 
day and by night. Found in Lake Mainit are mudfish 
(Channa striata), “Casili” eels (Anguilla spp.), Gurami 
(Gourami belontiidae), “Bolinao” (Neosthethus thessa)

Local folklore suggests that the people of the lake 
are so intelligent (compared to others from Surigao 
del Norte) because of their frequent consumption of 
**. These fish are apparently so treasured for their 
brain expanding powers that they are rarely served to 
visitors, we instead received sustenance from pancit 
canton (stir fried noodles) at the local government 
owned Mainit Kasili Lakeside Resort & Hotel.

H
SURIGAO DEL NORTE

ACTIVE WATER SPORTS DESTINATION
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Lumondo waterfalls: 
accessible via a narrow 
forest track

Mapaso Hot-springs: visitors can rent cottages beside the river or private spring pools

river. In barangay Budlingin are the Lumondo water-
falls; accessible via a narrow forest track, with forests 
on the left and rice fields to the right, where you may 
observe a Javan Pond-heron (Ardeola speciosa), 
waiting patiently for a frog to show itself in the 
flooded rice paddies. The Lumondo Waterfalls 
Information Center sits in a forest glade near the top 
of the 177 steps that lead down to the river.

During the mostly dry month of August the pathway 
to the falls from the steps presents few obstacles but 
provides the opportunity to enjoy the sight of rare 
birds, such as the silvery kingfisher (Alcedo argentata 
argentata) - a sub-species indigenous to Mindanao, 
listed as vulnerable on the CITES Red List - and maybe 
a hawk or two, soaring above the forest canopy. 
Dragonflies are abundant and colorful, resting on river 
stones or flashing with brilliant-blue wings as they 
dip and weave their way along the river course.

The Lumondo Waterfall is as beautiful as any seen 
on our travels but we are assured that the spectacle 
is dramatically enhanced when the river is in flood, 
later in the year; in flood, the torrent of water fills the 
entire 15 meter wide faucet to a depth of a meter or 
more. The pool beneath is deep and large enough 
for a score or more of swimmers, and the water is 
definitely drinkable.

Downstream of the Lumondo Waterfalls we take a 
moment to imbibe the timeless sights and sounds 
of forest and river; many shy creatures start to show 
themselves and resume their daily forage for sustenance. 
Unfortunately our schedule demanded that we 
promptly retrace our path along the river bank and 
ascend the 177 steps up to the information center.

Reaching the summit we enjoy the contents of 
freshly harvested coconuts and hear from our guides 

hot-spring by the local 
government now houses, 
educates and feeds at least two 
families, causes little damage to 
the environment and supplants 
otherwise destructive income-

generating practices.

The Mapaso hot-spring pools are deliciously warm 
and visitors can select three different temperatures 
of water to suit their passion. Ever so slightly 
sulphurous, the mineral-rich spring water is claimed 
to have excellent rejuvenating properties, making it 
a particularly popular destination for the over-forties 
and people recovering from sport injuries. Alternate 
dips in the hot-spring pools and the cold river at any 
time of year are as good a tonic for the body as any 
Finnish sauna in winter.

Everyone pays a small fee to enter the area of the 
Mapaso hot-springs. Visitors can additionally rent 
cottages beside the river or enjoy exclusive use of 
one of the hot-spring pools; some pools remain open 
to all, to ensure that no visitor will be disappointed 
after trekking/riding the three kilometer forest trail 
from the main road.

The tag line for the hot-springs is: ‘Mainit Truly 
Mapaso’. The word “mainit” translates to “hot” in 
Filipino and the word “mapaso” means “hot” in the 
vernacular. As our guides explained, the people of 
Mainit offer the warmest welcome to visitors and 
Mapaso provides the warmest water.

Lumondo Waterfalls

Also about an hour South of Surigao City also is the 
municipality of Alegria. From the forested hills down 
to the Mainit Lake, Alegria is mostly about forest and 
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Cell No. 09178834888 / 09228388445 / 09399945516 / 09173142203
Tel. No. (038) 502 9081 / (038) 502 9092
Website: www.dumaluanbeach.com    Email: dumaluanbeach@yahoo.com
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how the waterfalls have been developed by the 
municipality, with the assistance of the provincial 
tourism office, as a tourist attraction that should 
provide alternative and sustainable livelihood. Many 
such projects have been launched throughout 
Surigao del Norte, with the intent that the forests 
need no longer be un-sustainably stripped of their 
riches . . . instead they will be restored and enhanced 
into enduring attractions to garner increasing 
numbers of eco and adventure tourists.

Unlike the Mapaso hot-springs livelihood project, at 
Lumondo Waterfalls the regular changes of political 
leadership have noticeably diminished the focus on 
this form of sustainable development. However, within 
the career administrators present, it was evident that 
there still exists a tangible lobby supporting the further 
growth of eco and adventure tourism, so we pitched 
in with a few success stories that we have witnessed 
during other travels for this magazine.

Trundling down the narrow track again we return 
to Alegria town and find our way once again to the 
shores of Lake Mainit.

Alipao Boat Landing

The construction of the boat landing, 
on the East shore of lake Mainit, 
in Sitio Puktoy, was funded by 
USAID and was completed in 2010. 
The boat landing was specifically 
designed to provide an all-weather 
staging point for fishermen 
returning with their catch. At the 
time, its concrete frontage blended 
into the lake shore.

Well-built, the boat landing has 
withstood recent tempest & flood 
and daily use, almost without a 
scratch. However, the same cannot 
be said for the shoreline hereabouts, 
which has been eroded up to ten 

feet from the 2010 position.

Residents of Lake Mainit tell us how, as recently 
as the 1970s, these eastern shores of Mainit Lake 
were thick with mangroves; here monitor lizards, 
snakes and Philippine kaymen could be observed 
foraging through the mangrove roots; and, fish found 
essential habitat for reproduction in the protected, 
shady shallows. Now in the 21st century: cut are the 
mangroves, to provide space for cultivation of corn 
and for firewood; and, consumed as ‘pulutan’ and 
to handbags are the lizards, snakes and the kaymen. 
As a result, many hectares of denuded shoreline has 
also gone, consumed by the Mainit Lake along with 
the precious topsoil.

However, the spirited municipal staff are edging 
towards a new project of mangrove planting wherein 
visitors, instead of paying an Environmental Usage 
Fee (EUF) upon arrival, will “sponsor” a mangrove 
sapling to be planted along the lake shore. The 
Philippine kaymen may never return but at least the 
birds and fish, that benefit from the protections 
afforded by large tracts of mangroves, will find 
suitable habitat here to flourish.

The mangrove sponsorship program may take root 
more rapidly, as plans are afoot too to bring many 
more visitors to Alegria’s boat landing. The municipality 
is planning to attract investors who will offer jet 
skiing, wakeboarding and banana rides. How these 
high-octane, motorized sports will affect the tens of 
thousands of migratory birds that arrive here each 
winter, and the current, ecologically-friendly tourism 
based on birdwatching that results, is unclear to all 
at this stage. But more mangroves by such means is 
perhaps still better than the present alternative.

Our next destination is Gigaquit (he-ga-kit), about 
90 minutes drive South of Surigao City, on the Pacific 

Gigaquit fishing boats 
and waterfront com-
munities protected 
from the ocean swells

A floating raft, for 
swimming and to soak 
away the pressures of 
city life
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coast. The major roads here are fully concreted and, 
except where they are being resurfaced, make for 
easy access to a municipality that has more than the 
usual attractions and more than the usual plans for 
further expansion.

Gigaquit: Beaches & Marine Sanctuaries

Mother Nature can be dramatic sometimes and 
when she unleashes a tempest along the seashore 
many things can change overnight. The municipality 
of Gigaquit  is one such place and 2009 was one 
such time.

A long finger of sand once guided a river along the 
front of the municipality and offered fishing boats 
and waterfront communities much protection from 
the ocean swells. After the storm, the sand finger was 
left broken and the sand was brought literally to the 
door of the town hall. The river now exits to the sea 
farther to the South and part of a small forest that 
existed there has died - inundated with salt water.

The sand however, did not disappear so the mayor 
set about building a new waterfront and expanding 
the tourist attractions for the benefit of all.

A semi-tidal pond was coincidentally created that is 
now stocked with tilapia and, with the support of 
Provincial Sol Matugas, a new womens’ center is under 
construction where the footbridge used to terminate.

A marine sanctuary has been created around the 
nearby island of Cagban and, within the no-take 
zone, the marine life there is slowly rebuilding its 
former abundance. Snorkeling is possible above the 
corals and local fishermen find extra income from 
taking boat loads of visitors out to a floating raft, for 
swimming and to soak away the pressures of city life.

Current plans include the addition of more floating 
rafts to accommodate the increased tourist numbers, 
especially at weekends and during public holidays. As 
funds permit, mooring buoys will be located within 
the marine sanctuary so that boats carrying snorkelers 
will not have to expend fuel trying to remain 
geostationary in the vicinity of their guests. The 
purchase of multiple sets of new snorkeling gears and 
finding an investor to set up a dive shop are urgent 
projects for the coming water sports season. Sport 
fishing has also been discussed as a future project, 
because the waters off Gigaquit are home to large 
pelagic fish species.

Gigaquit: Baoy River & Cuyapnit Cave

The Baoy River has for eons carved its way through 
the limestone hills and offers alternate, dramatic 
vistas of gaunt limestone cliffs, forested hills and 
coconut & rice plantations. Depending on the time 
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of year, the river offers easy access West into the 
hinterland of Surigao del Norte; the sides of the river 
gorge are dramatic.

When the Baoy River is in flood, especially during 
the early part of the year, it is possible to take a dugout 
boat or a bamboo raft and explore kilometers of the 
riverbanks where indigenous birds and animals have 
made their home. Indigenous peoples live along the 
river banks and are happy to see visitors passing 
through their ancestral domains.

Soon to be deployed here are white water rafting 
kayaks that will be perfect for the flood and full-
flood river conditions – nine months of the year. 
Mayor Carlos Egay is currently seeking investors for 
this project and, of all the wish-list projects we have 
seen so far in Surigao del Norte, this one looks to be 
the one to provide the fastest return on investment.

During the drier months, when the river is low, access 

to the other wonders of Gigaquit require long treks 
along dry river beds or, the hire of alternative modes 
of transport. It was thus on the day we arrived, in 
mid-August, when the recommended transportation 
was via “skylab”.

Bearing some similarity to its very distant, NASA 
managed, namesake-cousin (that glides effortlessly 
across the firmament) the Gigaquit skylab has a 
central body with two large flat extensions along its 
sides, not quite dissimilar to large solar panel arrays. 
The most significant differences are: the central body 
is a 155cc motor cycle, capable of carrying four or 
five people, and the large flat extensions are wooden 
boards, to facilitate seating of up to three people per 
side. Total capacity: 10 to 11 people, depending on 
age, weight and level of courage.

Maximum courage is required to ride the extensions 
because there is nowhere to gain grip with your feet 
and nothing to hang on to, except the board beneath 
your buttocks or the person in front – the phrase “flying 
by the seat of your pants” easily comes to mind. 
Sitting on the central body of the motorbike requires 
no special courage, unless it is your child or loved-
one who is also riding on one of the extensions.

The skylab driver ensures safe travel by calculating 
that those on the flat extensions are balanced by 
weight and that they have listened intently to his 
pre-flight briefing, especially the bit about “if we 
appear to stop or are about to crash do not put your 
feet down”.

Suitably balanced and briefed, our party of four plus 
driver set off towards Cuyapnit Cave, which lies along 
a tributary to the Baoy River. You will have to watch 
the YouTube video (search for ‘Gigaquit skylab’) to 
appreciate the full experience.

After a truly exciting (in the full sense of the word) 
fifteen minute flight through forest, across streams 
and along dry water courses, we arrive at the dry 
river bed beneath the staging house of the ascent to 
Cuyapnit Cave. Hard hats & flashlights distributed, 
we set off up the concreted steps to the mouth of 
Cuyapnit Cave some 81 steps above.

The cave mouth is very large, probably forty feet 
high, and the lack of fragrance suggests that it is not 
inhabited by any large colonies of bats. This we find 
somewhat surprising as our guides say that there 
are only a few caves in the area, and yet there is 
anecdotal evidence of many bats along the river . . . 
maybe there are more caves yet to be discovered!

In the vernacular, “Cuyapnit” implies “fallen” and as 
you enter the first chamber it is apparent that many 
a piece of roof have fallen over the eons, since the 
cave’s formation. Above the first rise we note a large 
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Aboard the Skylab, 
ready for launch

The cave mouth is very 
large, probably forty 
feet high
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vaulted chamber with a skylight, suitable as an alter-
nate, advanced-caving entry point via repelling. All 
around are almost dry stalagmite features – evidence 
that once upon a time this cave was very wet but 
that land use above has changed markedly such that 
it now retains little water.

Stepping carefully around the stalagmites and other 
crystalline formations we observe the absence of 
typical Mindanao cave fauna, such as crickets, 
snakes and spiders. A few bats do still roost in the 
high chamber ceilings, their bright eyes momentarily 
captured on our flashlight beams, but the guano 
hunters have probably scared the majority away long ago.

After 200 rugged and visually dramatic meters, time 
forces us to turn back. Our guides tell us that they 
have not traveled much farther themselves and that 
the cave extents remain to be fully charted. As we 
exit the cave into the sunlight we ponder that, with 
full exploration and a program of cave restoration, 
Cuyapnit Cave could become a significant destination 
on a Surigao del Norte adventure vacation . . . 
provided the concrete steps stop at the entrance.

The same Gigaquit skylab eventually takes us safely 
back to the river landing – a minor problem with the 
gearbox is “fixed” by the driver while we watch a pair 
brahminy kites (haliastur indus) searching for their 
merienda -  from there we are transported, by boat, 
back to the small riverside community that expectantly 
offers local food and snacks. We deliberately 
purchase some minor sustenance and clamber back 
into our waiting vehicle for the short journey back to 
the town hall.

At the town hall Mayor Egay presents us with samples 
of Gigaquit’s “OTOP” (One Town One Product), which 

17Ft Westerncraft made in Western Australia. Speed Boat with 
Bow Sprit and Hard Top. Powered by 150HP 2-stroke Mercury 
outboard engine; mounting for kicker engine or trolling motor. 

Aluminium Fuel Tank Built In. Ready for sport fishing: 
Rod Holders, Outriggers. 2 x Anchors. Galvanised Trailer. 

Very Good Condition   Php 790,000

FOR SALE 
Westerncraft 17 Speed Boat

Tele/Fax: (047) 252 5468
Mobile: 0929 276 3088

www.broadwatermarine.com

PLAN B BWM qtr page.indd   1 8/30/12   10:48:50 AM
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in this case is nipa rhum. The nipa plant, normally 
associated with native roofing material, produces a 
flower (attractive in form although not colorful) and 
the sap from the virgin flower can be extracted and 
fermented into a crystal clear, alcoholic beverage 
named nipa rhum. At 80% proof you cannot carry it 
on an airplane - even secreted in check-in baggage – 
but the taste is excellent (this from a rhum drinker) 
and, mixed as a cocktail with native fruit juices, it 
should definitely be on every visitor’s sampling list.

We also discussed with Mayor our observation that 
we had seen no hotels in our travels through his 
town. He confirmed this but countered that the 
municipality itself now offers good tourist 
accommodation adjacent to the town hall and is 
encouraging home-stay projects with selected 
house-owners nearby. The bottom line, he assured, 
is that if you want to stay a few days to discover 
all of Gigaquit, then good accommodation can be 
found if you first contact the municipal tourism office. 
After island hopping, snorkeling, river rafting, caving 
and skylabing, we could easily imagine how someone 
could definitely want to stay a few days.

Skimboarding Plus In Bacuag

Bacuag is a small town on the coast between Gigaquit 
and Surigao City. There is little to do in Bacuag 
except for skimboarding although the potential for 
scuba diving and snorkeling is also very good.

In the recent past, first local, then regional and 
finally, international skimboarding tournaments 
were held here, supported by provincial and national 
tourism. The long sweeping curve of a beach at 
Bacuag is perfect for skimboarding during the 
Amihan (northeast monsoon) season. 

The skimboarding beach has not changed but the 
municipality had different visions and the external 
players set their focus elsewhere.

At the North end of the beach is the Roanki Resort. 
More of a home-stay resort but effectively managed 
by a Belgian/Filipino family who are keen to develop 
the area for scuba diving and snorkeling.

The family have encouraged the municipality to create 
a marine protected area off the beach and this has 
increased the numbers and variety of fish in the area 
“three-fold”. All you have to do is obtain a permit 
from the local police station or the municipal hall 
and you have access to an acre or two of beautiful 
corals at no more than ten meters depth.

After a day of skimboarding, snorkeling or scuba 
diving you will need something to fill your stomach 
and Bacuag offers its own unique version of 
bibingka (rice cake cooked in banana leaves) - taller 
in statue and a little less moist than bibingka from 
(say) Davao del Sur, this bibingka is unique in that 
one of its ingredients is tuba (fermented coconut 
liquor); a filling snack with the essence of tuba.

Scuba Diving The Surigao Strait

Until four years ago, the question “have you been 
scuba diving Surigao?” would most likely generate 
the response “don’t you mean Siargao?”

Five years ago to scuba dive Surigao was part of the 
ambition of local hotelier and mariner, Jake Miranda. 
Having been around the sea for most of his life he 
was challenged to find a marriage between his 
passion for the ocean and the tourism opportunities 
that presented themselves in his home - Surigao City. 
His first step was to promote a marine protected area 
that could be further developed into a scuba diving 
adventure playground.

Today, a marine protected area spans the three 
kilometers of coastline from the main Visayan ferry 
terminal, at Lipata Ferry Terminal, to the West around 
Punta Bilar. Within its embrace are relatively shallow 
coral reef areas for snorkeling, plus deep wall dives 
for the adventurous scuba diver. But first, a history 
lesson from Jake.

Dinagat Island, in the Surigao Strait between Leyte 
Island and the northeastern extreme of Mindanao 
Island, on the night of 24/25th October, 1944, 
witnessed one of the most comprehensive naval 
defeats of World War II. Known today as the Battle 
of Surigao Strait, it was more of a turkey shoot that 
a battle – all but one of the Japanese ships, under 
Vice Admiral Nishimura, were sunk and all but one of 
the Allied ships were undamaged. The reason for the 
one-sided ending to the two hour engagement, had 

This bibingka is unique: 
one of its ingredients 
is tuba (fermented 
coconut liquor)
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LAS PALMAS de San Jose
HOTEL, RESORT AND RESTAURANT 
San Jose Village, Bagay Road, Tuguegarao City, 
Cagayan, 3500  Philippines
Phone: +63 (078) 844 1661; 846 8115   
Fax: +63 (078) 844 8091
E-mail: info@laspalmas.com.ph

The place where you 
can have it all!

The Las Palmas de San Jose team 

aims to ensure that your visit is 

special. We offer a high standard 

of professionalism with an 

attentive yet discreet service. 

It’s in a class of its own. 

Family owned and run, the team 

of Las Palmas will make your 

every visit memorable and fun. 

We welcome your visit today.

Las Palmas 1/4 Ad study.indd   1 2/20/12   1:39:17 PM

less to do with the fire-power of the forty Allied warships 
(plus 39 motor torpedo boats), pitted against only 
seven Japanese warships, than it had to do with 
the newly installed British invention - fire-control 
radar. The confrontation coincidentally occurred in 
the dead of night and, with no moon with which to 
identify and range-find a target at 30,000 yards (27 
Km), radar was a decisive factor - the Allied fleet had 
perfected it and the Japanese had not.

Harried to little effect by US motor torpedo boats 
off Southern Leyte the Imperial Japanese Navy battle 
group steamed North, in strung-out line astern, with 
the Yamashiro - their largest and fastest battleship in the 
theater – ahead. As they approached the North end 
of the passage between Leyte and Dinagat islands 
the Allied fleet prepared a “T” formation wherein the 
enemy is expected to enter the bottom of the T and 
will be subjected to bombardment on three sides.

With no effective means to identify or range-find 
targets at the horizon in the dark, the Japanese were 
helpless; with the fire-control radar, the Allied fleet 
could fire at will, with precision.

As a result of the Battle of Surigao Strait, at least six 
Japanese warships lie in about 200 meters of water 
within the strait, awaiting location and exploration . . . 
perhaps by National Geographic or the History Channel.

Why might someone want to locate and explore 
the debris of this battle? Because it was the last 
battleship-to-battleship engagement ever and as 

HOTEL IVORY & CONVENTION CENTER
Buntun Highway,  Tuguegarao City,  Cagayan
Phone Nos. (078) 844-2249/1275, 846-3903; 
TeleFax No. (078) 846-1722
Cellphone No.: 09228836307
e-Mail Address: ivoryhotelsuites@yahoo.com
Website: www.hotelivorytuguegarao.com

H O T E L   A N D   S U I T E S

Ivory Hotel Ad.indd   1 2/20/12   1:34:02 PM

Battle of Surigao Strait Memorial at Lipata Ferry Terminal

M
ar

ty
n 

W
ill

es



BOATING&
WATERSPORTS 

SU
R

IG
A

O
 D

EL
 N

O
RT

E
 

such marks a moment in history following which aircraft 
and guided missiles took over the predominant 
attack role.

Why would the Jake’s Surigao Dive Center not lead 
the way? Jake explained, “the ships lie in 200 meters 
of water with tidal flow of four to eight knots . . . a 
tech diver would get five minutes bottom time and 
would need a twelve hour ascent with multiple 
decompression stops.

“To do it justice it would need a submersible”.

Every year at the war-memorial, located at Lipata Port, 
a commemoration of lives lost during the Battle of 
Surigao Strait is attended by American and unofficial 
Japanese representatives.

For the recreational scuba diver, the Surigao Dive 
Center, near Port Bilar, just ten minutes drive from 
the center of Surigao City, offers a fantastic 
introduction to the abundance of corals and marine 
life, washed daily by the crystal clear waters of the 
Pacific Ocean.

Not only do you get to dive the three kilometers of 
reef within the marine protected area but you also 
get the chance to explore the reefs, lakes and blue 
holes that pepper the islands of the Surigao Strait. 
The key word here is “explore”, because so much of 
this area is completely virgin to scuba divers and it 
contains many surprises. One such surprise was only 
recently discovered at Bababu Lake (see separate 
article, this edition), which has now been confirmed 
to be connected directly to the sea through an 
underground passage.

If you seek real scuba diving adventures then Surigao 
City can deliver.

We said goodbye to Jake and his team and headed 
for the better known quarter of Surigao del Norte: 
Siargao Island.

Surfing Siargao

Much has been written about Siargao and its iconic 
surf break, known as Cloud 9. In truth, Cloud 9 is 
listed in the World’s Top-10 surf breaks for a very 
good reason – when the southwest monsoon is at its 
peak, in September through November, and there is 
a typhoon brewing somewhere West of Palau then 
there are few other pales for a surfer to wish to be 
than on the face of a five-to-eight meter Cloud 9 
wave, barreling ashore. Gnarly, does not come close 
to describing it.

Cloud 9 is located about three kilometers, along a 
coral-sand road, North of the town of General Luna 
(known locally as “GL”). Since the mid-1990s Cloud 
9 has grown in popularity with surfers to the point 
that it can easily be overcrowded, even when the 
waves are only a meter high. Beach resorts and surf 
resorts have blossomed, and almost any budget can 
be satisfied here. There are restaurants amongst 
the coconut plantations and tropical bars along the 
sandy pathways. Boracay this is not, because the 
beach has too much coral and sea-grass exposed at 
low tide, but if you enjoy the attitude of Boracay’s 
Bulabog Beach (where kiteboarding and windsurfing 
dominates) then you will feel right at home here on 
Siargao’s Pacific coast.

Hidden between the Sagana and Ocean 101 beach 
resorts, beneath fruit-laden coconut palms, we 
discovered Bone’s Sports Pub. Bone’s pub claims to 
offer the coldest beer in Siargao, based on our, albeit 
non-comprehensive, survey of resorts and bars from 
General Luna to Cloud 9 we can support this claim. 
This could also be why most of the resort owners 
find their way there at least once a week and why, 
if you want to learn about all of Siargao’s other surf 
breaks, you also need to find it.

There are perhaps another score of recognized surf 
breaks that, when the conditions are right, can deliver 
superb surfing around Siargao. Not quite as accessible 
as Cloud 9, there are breaks dotted all the way along 
(and off) the North and East of Siargao Island. “Stimpies” 
is one of the more popular alternative surf breaks but 
you really need a boat to get you there.

Between General Luna and Cloud 9 you can rent surf-
boards and any other equipment necessary to enjoy 
the sport. Renting is a good alternative to bringing 
your own because, for some still inexplicable reason, 
airlines contrive to make access to Siargao Island as 
challenging as possible.
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Retrieved Japanese 
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Surigao Strait
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Notwithstanding the travel challenges, twice a year 
Cloud 9 is the focus of World surfing attention. 
In late April or early May Cloud 9 plays host to an 
international women’s surfing championship and has 
most recently become a stop on the women’s Asian 
Surfing Professional’s (ASP) tour, won in 2012 by local 
surfer Ms. Nevlie Blancada.

Every year, towards the end of September, the World’s 
professional surfers come for the Cloud 9 Surfing 
Cup. This heavily sponsored event brings surfing 
professionals from Europe, Asia, North America, 
Hawaii, Australia and Fiji, competing to be crowned 
the champion of the most perfect barrel in Asia.

One of the main promoters of surfing at Cloud 9, 
since 1996, is Gerry Degan, owner of the Sagana 
resort. Over breakfast he outlined to us the future 
plans for Cloud 9, including: attracting the men’s 
World Qualifying Series (WQS); and, the women’s 
World Championship Tour (WCT). The barrier to 
attracting these events has nothing to do with the 
quality of the break – nobody questions Cloud 9’s 
credentials - but has a lot to do with the exorbitant 
fees charged by the international surfing organizations 
involved combined with the challenges to confirm 
viable contracts between major sponsors and 
provincial officialdom.
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If you are planning to visit Cloud 9 to surf then Gerry’s 
recommendation is: if you are a beginner then come 
June through August; if you are experienced then you 
will enjoy it best in April, May, into June  and during 
September and October; and intermediate surfers will 
find good sport from the end of December through 
to March but must be prepared to have their wave 
closed out when the northeast monsoon is howling.

About 30 minutes by boat (or about 60 butt-numbing 
minutes by motorbike) North of Cloud 9 is Port Pilar.

Sport Fishing Siargao

At least a decade before Siargao became famous for 
surfing it was already a favorite sport fishing destination 
for elitist sport fishing clubs around the Philippines. 
Since the mid-1980s, the various Philippine game 
fishing federations, associations and foundations 

have used the small town of Port Pilar as their 
favored southern base to catch marlin, sailfish, 
dorado, yellow-fin tuna, wahoo, trevally et al. 

In Port Pilar today you don’t have to belong to a club, 
federation, association or foundation as there are at 
least three sport fishing enterprises that offer boats 
ranging from 15 to 40 feet, available for charter 
to anyone – your group of three of four anglers just 
have to front up a couple of hundred dollars per day, 
which includes all the gear and bait.

Port Pilar is a small town whose only former claim to 
fame was a very old, timber and stone built church 
– a symbol of the very early attempts to Christianize 
the Philippines. Most of the local houses are built 
above water and fishing or aquaculture are the 
predominant sources of income.
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Stimpies: one of 20 
other first class surfing 
breaks around Siargao 
Island

The 49.5 Kg Blue Marlin landed on the day we visited 11 year old Shielamae Ajaron possibly the next Philippine World Champion?
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Ergonomically designed to provide a safe and 
comfortable ride, the backrest adjusts to 4 
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cup holders and integral carrying handles.

Lightweight, portable, durable and easy to 
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 Sitting for a while with Jun Gonzales in his fishing-

lure-festooned living-room on the waterfront, we 
heard of his close involvement with developing 
the town’s meager resources to support his dream 
of making Port Pilar the center for Philippine sport 
fishing.

There are no hotels or resorts or inns in Port Pilar. 
Jun has organized and motivated homeowners to 
improve their houses so that they can offer home-stay 
accommodation. With the support of the provincial 
tourism office , homeowners who wished to participate 
in the home-stay project, were provided with a cash 
grant with which to bring rooms and facilities in 
their homes up to a similar standard, so that a consistent 
quality of accommodation is now offered to all visitors. 
Under the Port Pilar home-stay project the town 
can now accommodate up to 70 tourists at any one 
time.

Every year in May, Port Pilar hosts an international 
sport fishing tournament. As with the home-stay 
accommodation project, participants in the fishing 
tournament use predominantly local resources. Lo-
cal banka fishing boats are prepared especially for 
the event and rented out to anglers. The boats are 
stocked with local knowledge and sufficient bait to 
catch whatever is in the vicinity of this picturesque 
corner of the West Pacific Ocean.

Sport fishing is a year round sport in Port Pilar and, 
although most anglers tend to avoid the wettest 
period, between late December through March, the 
general opportunity to bring home a challenging 
fish is good on any given day. However, there are 
seasonal specialties. For example: when we visited 
in mid-August shoals of yellow-fin tuna had started 
to pass by the island in large numbers and reports 
of 50-70Kg fish being landed were coming in from 

anglers who had fished at night.

According to Jun, now may be the best time to 
come sport fishing in Port Pilar because the increase 
in unsustainable fishing practices – especially drift-
netting by non-resident commercial enterprises - are 
noticeably reducing the numbers of game fish available. 
Despite his pleas to the highest echelons of local 
and national government, Jun has discovered that 
the political-will, at levels necessary to make a 
difference, is so weak that Siargao sport fishing 
tourism may soon become the next victim of 
unsustainable fishing.

If the sport fishing ever becomes boring in Port Pilar 
then the town has another, newly promoted attraction 
to captivate imaginations.

Magpupungco Tide Pools Port Pilar

The Magpupungco Tide Pools are true tidal pools 
but on a scale not normally seen, except where a 
unique combination of geology and elevation occur. 
The pools are up to three meters deep and full of 
corals, sponges, sea stars and handfuls of fish that 
were left behind on the last ebb of the tide.

According to information received, a local fisherman 
first noticed the tide pools’ potential for fun half-
a-century ago and regularly brought his friends and 
family here to explore whatever bounty the sea had 
left behind after its daily peak. With the push to 
identify and develop unique tourist attractions that 
will give more people more reasons to visit an area, 
on the nearby beach the municipality has installed 
showers and toilet facilities to service the increasing 
numbers of visitors.

If you want to explore rock-pool life on a large scale, 
bring along a mask and snorkel and spend the few 
hours between mid- and low- tide dipping in the 
Magpupungco Tide pools.

At the North end of the tide pools, the iconic 
Magpupungco Rock squats firmly atop its smaller 
sibling. The rocks have withstood weathering by 
wind and ocean for eons, and may continue to squat 
for a few more, before the smaller is finally unable to 
support its larger sister.

Siargao’s Alternative Water Sports

Sitting on the above-water verandah of one of Port 
Pilar’s home-stays, our view ahead is across the 
vast expanse of mangroves and tiny islands that fill 
the estuary area, between the municipality of Port 
Pilar and General Luna. The mangroves are home to 
breeding fish, birds, lizards, snakes and crocodiles. 
You can rent a paddle banka or kayak and explore the 

Magpupungco Tide 
Pools: up to three 
meters deep and full 
of corals, sponges, 
sea stars and handfuls 
of fish
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network of waterways. We would recommend taking 
a GPS with you or a local guide, else risk being lost 
for hours. At the time of writing, no organized tours 
of the Port Pilar mangroves were offered so this is 
very much an explorer’s paradise destination.

So dense and expansive are the mangroves here that 
during World War II, when the Japanese occupied the 
Philippine Islands, residents of Port Pilar evaded their 
would-be masters in these mangroves and some of 
their “homes” are still in evidence on the small 
islands buried deep within the mangrove forest.

If you are interested to photograph Surigao’s 
indigenous wildlife, largely unaffected by Man, then 
this is one of the best places to do it.

More famous as a mangrove wildlife refuge is the 
mangrove forest of Del Carman, on the northwest 
coast of Siargao Island. In Del Carmen there are 
4,200 hectares of mangrove reserve to explore 
and organized tours with local guides are offered 
throughout the year.

We headed back to General Luna and, at Patrick’s 
On The Beach, took time out to learn about other 
water sports that are available in Siargao . . . if you 
have the time or inclination to be adventurous. 
Andres Mikoleiczik has lived in Siargao for eleven 
years and, with wife Elizabeth, has built the resort 
from a few beachfront bamboo cottages into a tourist 
enterprise that extends to the surrounding islands. 
Patrick’s On The Beach is probably the most well-known 

tropical, bamboo-cottage style beach resort in 
General Luna.

At Patrick’s you can rent paddle boats, stand-up 
paddleboards, kayaks, canoes and motorized, fiberglass 
banka boats, snorkeling gear or take island hopping 
tours. Lacking a resort swimming pool, Andreas has 
dredged two sandy pools amongst the coral flats fronting 
the resort and at low tide the water retained creates 
warm pools for swimming or simply soaking, until the 
tide flushes and refills the pools. At Patrick’s you can 
also explore one of the largest international menus of 
any beach resort in Surigao del Norte and every visitor 
should try Andreas’s personal creation: mango rhum.

One of the most popular island tours takes you out to 
the two islands at the edge of the distant reef. Here 
you can imbibe island living at its most native. The 
small fishing community on Daku Island welcomes 
a handful of tourists daily, and you can buy freshly 
caught fish that the residents will cook in traditional 
ways, presenting them for consumption on banana 
leaf plates; here you can learn to eat “kamayan” (to 
eat with your hands) because they have not yet 
acquired conventional cutlery.

In the planning stage, Andreas also has a golf course 
in mind on Casulian Island, to the southwest, where 
the topology is, according to visitors, already a natural 
golf course just waiting to be cultivated.

Between Cloud 9 and Patrick’s we stumbled upon the 
opportunity for stand-up paddleboarding. This is a 
relatively new sport in Siargao and offers a worthwhile 
alternative (or supplement) to surfing. Because 
of the large and distant reef structure off General 
Luna, when the tide recedes it leaves behind a vast 
sheltered lagoon filled with many varied corals and 
shoals of fish, ideal for snorkeling; from the vantage 
point afforded by a stand-up paddleboard it is possible 
obtain a similar vision of underwater lagoon life, 
without getting wet.

You can rent a stand-up paddleboards here and also 
kitesurfing equipment. Many are finding that, during 
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The iconic Magpupungco Rock squats firmly atop its smaller sibling

Jun Gonzales’s fishing-lure-festooned living-room
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peak tourist seasons, when the surf breaks can become 
overcrowded, the stand-up paddleboard allows you 
to go to less traveled places and still enjoy the surf.

Scuba diving Siargao is becoming much more popular 
as Siargao Island begins to promote itself to a wider 
audience. The best diving is reputed to be around the 
islands and reefs to the South of Siargao Island itself. 
Slightly more sheltered from the Pacific swells, these 
islands and reefs provide excellent scuba diving 
adventures, especially as much of the areas have yet 
to be fully explored and documented.

Five years ago the dive shop at Patrick’s was the only 
place to rent scuba gear but, as the popularity of the 
sport has grown, the business has moved to its new 
location just to the South of General Luna town center, 
and can now be found under the name, Siargao Divers 
Club. 

The scuba club is currently the best place to rent scuba 
gear and the club also organizes dive tours to the 
islands as far away as Bucas Grande and Dinagat.

As a water sports destination Surigao del Norte offers 
much variety and adventure. Some of the sports 
infrastructure is still in the development stage and 
some places, such a Bucas Grande island, are reluctant 
to be promoted. But if you are the type of tourist 
who enjoys the adventure of exploration, and to be 
engaged by the unusual, then this province should 
be high on your list to visit. If you are looking for 
selected tourism investment opportunities, where 
land and resources are still inexpensive, then Surigao 
del Norte can provide a good return on investment.

How To Get To Surigao 
del Norte

Surigao del Norte has two domestic 
airports with scheduled flights: Surigao 
City airport and Siargao Island airport. 

Surigao City airport is currently 
serviced by AirPhil Express and 
Cebu Pacific Air, who offer direct 
flights from Manila (NAIA) and Cebu 
(MCIA). Almost all of the flights 
(currently) arrive after midday, which 
means that if your intent is to 
actually travel onward to Siargao 
Island, using one of the many ferry 
services available, then you must 
plan for at least one night stay in 
Surigao City. Fortunately, there are 
now plenty of adventures to explore 
here, apart from availing of the last 
reliable ATM before departure to 
Siargao.

Siargao Island airport is currently serviced only by 
Cebu Pacific Air, who offer direct flights only from 
Cebu (MCIA) and only twice a week (Monday and 
Friday). Cebu Pacific Air have told us that they have 
plans to expand their services direct to Siargao when 
aircraft and schedules permit.

Ferry services to Surigao City (Lipata Port) via 
the Pan-Philippine Highway mean that it is actually 
possible to drive or take an air-conditioned bus from 
Manila (via Samar/Leyte). This scenic journey from 
Manila to Surigao City takes at least 36 hours.

Where to Stay in Surigao del Norte

Except close to Surigao City and on Siargao Island, 
accommodation is currently mostly home-stay style. 
The best way to find this accommodation is through 
the local municipal tourism office in the vicinity of 

Marine sanctuary created around the nearby island of Cagban

A Javan Pond Heron waits patiently
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your objective or through the provincial tourism office 
in Surigao City.

Surigao del Norte Provincial Tourism
+63 86 232-6962 local 410
surigaodelnortetourism@yahoo.com

In Surigao City there are less than a handful of quality 
hotels, plus a number of inns and lodgings; there are 
a handful of quality resorts just outside the city. We 
stayed that the Gateway Hotel and at The Tavern. We 
can recommend The Tavern for its service and for its 
close proximity to the ferry services bound for Siargao 
Island.

The Tavern Hotel (Surigao City)
+63 86 826-8566
hoteltavern@yahoo.com

The Gateway Hotel (Surigao City)
+63 86 826-1283

On Siargao Island there are a few lodgings and inns in 
the town of Dapa but there is little reason to stay here. 
Far better to find resort or home-stay accommodation 
in General Luna, Port Pilar, Pacifico or Del Carmen. If 
you want to be closest to Cloud 9 then Ocean 101, 
Sagana Resort and The Boardwalk offer the best 
variety and are very surf focused. If you want a 
tropical resort that is more convenient to all other areas 
then Patrick’s On The Beach, in General Luna, has the 
knowledge and experience to satisfy most requests.

Ocean 101
+63 910 848-0893
michael@ocean101cloud9.com

Patrick’s On The Beach
+63 918 481-6483
info@patrickonthebeach.com

Sagana Resort
+63 919 809-5769
sagana@cloud9surf.com

The Boardwalk
+63 939 164-1268
info@surfingsiargao.com
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Activity Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

Bird Watching * * * * * * * * * * * *

Caving / Potholing * * * * * * * * * * * *

Island hopping    * * * * * * * * *

Kayaking * * * * * * * * * * * *

Kiteboarding * * * *       * *

Trekking/Waterfalls      * * * * * * * * *

Scuba Diving (Siargao)     * * * * * * * * *

Scuba Diving (Surigao) * * * * * * * * * * * *

Skimboarding  * * * *       * *

Snorkeling (East Coast)     * * * * * * * *  

Snorkeling (North Coast) * * * * * * * * * * * *

Sport Fishing * * * * * * * * * * * *

Stand-up Paddleboarding    * * * * * * * * *

Surfing     * * * * * * * * *

White Water Kayaking (2013+) * * * * *     * * *

Patrick’s On The Beach probably the most well-known tropical, bamboo-cottage 
style beach resort in GL

In Gigaquit, the mayor set about building a new waterfront
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other countries around us are the farms. The value of 
the black coral is in the density of its trunk and thicker 
branches (after decades of slow growth) as these can be 
made in ornamental jewelry and even smoking pipes.

It was only then that Jacky asked me if it was 
illegal to get black coral.  I really didn’t know what 
to say because I did not know the answer.  After some 
research, I had to show him the Fisheries Code where 
it was written that black coral was one of the prohibited 
coral species for trade.  It turned out that black coral 
from the Philippines was being harvested and 
exported since the 1960s.

As I wanted to help him and his divers get out of 
this business, I offered to assist them in going to 
fish trading instead. I brought Jacky to the local 
fish buyers and I was delighted to see him become 
interested with this new business. 

Jacky soon started buying lapu-lapu fish and sea 
cucumbers. There was less money to be made but at 
least it was legal and safer for the fishermen.  I last 
heard that his divers have demanded he goes back 
to the black coral business because of the drastic 
change in income.  I haven’t seen Jacky for a while 
but I will ask him again to stop. 

I don’t believe in having him and his divers 
apprehended now as they would have little effect on 
the outbound supply line. I would rather have the 
main exporter and the customs officials in cahoots 
as the ones to be investigated. 

Reading the newspapers today I beg to disagree that 
the recent discovery of 21,000 pieces of black coral 
were all from Cotabato province.  Black coral are 
quite rare, few to find and grow only in deep water. 
One hectare of coral reef in my estimate would have 
as few as five trees and there are rarer numbers in 
the common seabed.  Sometimes they are perched 
on rocky outcrops of walls, and in deeper water they 
lie like lone bushes in a wide sandy desert. 

The worst part is there are several classes of black 
coral that are brought up by divers. Out of three 
trees only one gets to pass the standard of the 
buyer.  There wasn’t just 21,000 but perhaps more 
than 60,000 trees brought up from the sea. Sixty 
thousand black corals could have come from  all 
the coastal reefs of Mindanao and the Visayas.  
Cotabato was just the shipping point.

Originally, I had grandeur dreams of pursuing this 
lead and making a video documentary to show on 
National Geographic. I may do that still with all the 
interest black coral is getting nowadays. I wrote Lory 
Tan of WWF Philippines about all this and received 
helpful advice on where to go with this story.

Black coral divers 
caught Black Coral...

continued from page 27
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But right now I remain curious.  The answers I seek 
lie underwater. As I dive deep I would just look for 
the black coral trees and spend a few minutes in 
both awe and pity.  Like coral reefs in shallower 
waters, black coral provides shelter, act as feeding  
and breeding grounds for deep sea fish species 
and their prey, seriously contributing to our fish 
stocks.  Black corals thrive on organic matter that 
sinks from the ocean’s surface, filtering the water 
clear.  They actually appear green underwater with 
whitish and feathery branches while still alive and 
rooted.  They turn brown as they are brought to the 
surface probably due to the change in pressure and 
temperature.  They turn black only when they are 
completely dried in the sun.  

The black coral tree is similar to the narra of our 
rainforests topside.  Both grow painfully slow, are 
considered prohibited for trade, but are wantonly 
harvested. As published on the internet scientists 
have confirmed that black corals are the slowest 
growing deep-sea corals. They grow 8 to 22 
micrometers per year as compared to the shallow-water 
reef-building coral, typically found in tropical areas 
which grows about 1 centimer per year, or 65 times 
as fast as black coral.  Human fingernails could even 
grow about 3 centimeters per year, or 200 times 
faster than black coral!  Unfortunately, the poverty 
in the countryside and the greed of the commerce 
combine to give the slow-growing black coral little 
chance to survive.

It is ironic that a small bush of a tree that 
unassumingly lies silent fathoms deep in our seas is 
now haunting our national conscience.  Why have 
we not protected it zealously in the past? What 
protection can we offer in the future?  And what can 
we do for the rest of our marine resources? 

This haunting tree, blackened in its death, may be 
the one that, hopefully in its infamy, can bring back 
life to our seas. 

HOTEL TAVERN
SURIGAO

Superb Service
Everything is a Walk Away

The Hotel Overlooks the Sea
Efficient and Courteous Staff

HOTEL TAVERN SURIGAO
Borromeo Street, Surigao City

++6386 826 8566 /+6386 826 3280
Smart 0918-963 6184   Sun 0922 849 6443

Email: hoteltavern@yahoo.com    www.hoteltavern.com

The Newest
Diving

Destination
in the

Philippines!
Jake Miranda, Instructor   Smart: +639209090999

Sun: +639228496442   Fax No: +63868265080
Primary Email: jake_miranda1@yahoo.com

YM: jake_miranda1@ yahoo.com
Web: http://www.surigaoislands.com/diving

Hotel Tavern Surigao, Surigao City, Philippines

• SCUBA LESSONS and CERTIFICATIONS
• HOTEL AND FLIGHT BOOKINGS

• ADVENTURE DIVES AND DIVING SAFARIS
• GEAR RENTALS AND SALES, BOATWORKS

• UNDERWATER SURVEY AND SALVAGE DIVING



58 BOATING&
WATERSPORTS 

Words by 
MARTYN WILLES 
Photographs as 

credited

The most 
dramatic 
displays of 
gnarly tricks 
came in the 
Men’s wake-
boarding 
division and 
by this time 
the spectators 
around the 
bay were too 
numerous to 
count. 

Nino Castro demonstrates wake skating tricks
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It is oft mentioned that, to completely satisfy the 
all-round outdoor sports enthusiast, the only 

thing the Philippines needs is snow . . . as our Airbus 
320 commenced its descent into Mactan Cebu 
International Airport, far out off the port wingtip, the 
late afternoon sunlight caught the cumulus of a light 
southwest monsoon, littering the horizon of Bicol with 
snowy moguls. The beautifully perfect cone of Mount 
Mayon Volcano was captured in a moment of brilliant 
relief in front of an apparently, large white snow drift. 
I was on my way to record the first ever Bohol Wake 
Jam at the first ever Visayan cable wakeboard venue, 
on Pandanon Island.

Pandanon Island was chosen as the location of the 
first cable wakeboard venue in the Visayas because it is 
not only a pretty, white-sand islet but also because it has 
a pier that is exactly 160 meters from the northeastern, 
sandy arm of the island – the ideal distance for a 
Sesitec System 2.0 wake-cable installation.

In the company of event coordinator Jenette Beltran 
of The Board Shop, we arrived at Pandanon on the 
first trip of the day out of Mactan Island and stepped 
ashore at the pavilion restaurant & lodging house. We 
quickly kicked off our shoes so that our toes could 
explore the soft white sand, and surveyed the entirety 
of this famous one-hectare of coral sand. The water 
was deliciously warm close to the shoreline; shoals of 
fingerlings and small reef fish seemed completely 
unconcerned at our presence. 

As more boats arrived, full of riders and spectators, 
excitement rippled across the sandbar that separates 
the two portions of the island at high tide, and gaggles 
of tumbling, inquisitive sun-browned children jostled 
for position in the shade of the numerous talisay trees 
(terminalia catappa).

The diesel generator was fired up (the island is way 
off the grid) and the System 2.0 started to take riders 

sliding and splashing across the water. The competition 
had not yet started but, as this was the first time most 
riders had ever used such a wake-cable system, there 
was an urgency to their practice, with many a “butt 
check” before they mastered the turn at each end.

The field of competitors was mostly from the within 
the country but Singapore, the source of an increasing 
number of riding visitors to the Philippines, was also 
represented in the Men’s divisions. 

Jenette was mostly frantic. Partly because, before the 
last of the scheduled boats arrived, she was almost 
alone in the position of organizer & MC of the event, 
and partly because she had lost her riding glasses, so 
she could not herself compete for fear of misjudging 
the position of the “kicker”. As with snowboarding, 
the kicker is where the experienced gain the greatest 
height to perform their most adventurous tricks – the 
ones that win the biggest applause and those all 
important competition-winning points.

If you forget that in snowboarding your momentum 
is derived from gravity while in wakeboarding it is 
derived from the pull of the cable (or boat) then the 
two sports are virtually identical in terms of stance, 
maneuvers and terminology. Such terms as “front-
side”, “backside”, “ten-eighty”, “toeside”, “heelside”, 
and “Goofy” and “Regular” mean exactly the same 
thing, as does “face plant” (which this absolute-
beginner, wakeboarding writer demonstrated to great 
applause during his second run on the open-day that 
followed the competition). Almost the same are the 
terms from skateboarding, which is where most wake-
boarders and wakeskaters from tropical climes first 
get their motivation to find “big air” off a wake.

The Provincial Governor of Bohol, the Honorable Edgar 
Chatto, arrived with Vice-Mayor Simon Torion and 
Councilor Antonio “Tony Pet” Oauano, Jr., to officiate 
the cutting of the ribbon and declare the Bohol Wake 

 
Wake Jam 2012 
Pandanon Island

BOHOL
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The most dramatic displays of gnarly tricks came in 
the Men’s wakeboarding division and by this time 
the spectators around the bay were too numerous to 
count . . . as were the water, candy and fruit sellers. 
Many were preparing for the open wake that would 
follow the competition, where they could get some 
valuable experience without having to pay the normal 
daily riding rate. All around there was a sense of 
accomplishment both on and off the water.

There is a spirit amongst those who ride the wake, 
somewhat akin to that which you find in surfers – 
everyone encourages everyone else to do better and 
when someone pulls off a really “sick” maneuver the 
applause and praise is genuine and completely devoid 
of envy.

As the sun set gloriously orange over Mactan, we 
retired to the sleepy little town of Getafe where to 
find food and shelter for the night in an adequate 
home-stay accommodation. Getafe may not win 
many awards for nightlife variety but it does have a 
local restaurant, beside the town plaza, that stays 
open most hours and serves tasty local dishes.

Morning breakfast at the same local restaurant, facing 
the old Spanish church, was a little more basic but 
filled us enough to trundle down the hill to the port 
where we discovered our boatman had already left, 
long before the appointed time. This did not seem to 
be a problem as there were numerous boats waiting to 
take people somewhere, the bigger problem seemed 
to be that of general communication – if you don’t 
speak Bisayan in Getafe then you may easily be 
misunderstood.

As our boat approached Pandanon Island once again 
hardly a soul was in sight and we wondered just how 
hard the party must have been the night before. We 
would have stayed on the island to witness it but 

Jam 2012 officially open. The music was cranked up 
a few degrees and the competition kicked off with 
Women’s Wakeskate. 

Wakeskating is similar to wakeboarding except that 
the wakeskaters wear grippy shoes, to gain traction 
on a rough-surfaced board, instead of strapping their 
feet to their boards with “bindings”. In this respect you 
could suggest that wakeskating equipment is most 
similar to skateboarding, while wakeboarding equipment 
is more similar to snowboarding. Wakeskate tricks are 
also more similar to skateboard tricks because once 
the board gets too far away from the body then the 
trick is dramatically ended; wakeboarders and snowboarders 
never loose their boards and can frequently be seen 
churning up the wake/snow in a most ungainly fashion 
once they “bail” on a trick.

Jenette enthusiastically commentated on the women 
riders and their tricks before announcing the competition 
Men’s Wakeskating division. While the women were 
very new to the System 2.0 and its peculiarities, some 
of the men had used the system before and there was 
a clear distinction between them in terms of the grace 
and ease with which they executed their routines. As 
a newbie to the sport, it was easy for me to gauge the 
level of difficulty of a maneuver just by listening to 
the emphasis that Jenette put into her description, 
and her little squeal of delight each time a “gnarly” 
trick was accomplished successfully.

Launching into the Women’s Wakeboarding competition, 
the tricks had a lot more “air”. There was much 
encouragement around the bay for the current Asian 
Amateur Women’s champion – 12-year old Mikee 
Teh Selga. Like most active sports, starting young 
gives you the best chance of going professional and 
attracting the big sponsors to fund your passion. 
Mikee obviously has a great future ahead and I look 
forward to seeing her in action again.

Left: The Sistec System 
2.0 spans the 270 
meters beach to pier. 
Right: Provincial 
Governor of Bohol, 
Honorable Edgar 
Chatto, cuts the ribbon 
opening Bohol Wake 
Jam 2012
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meanwhile the rope pulled the handle with an 
acceleration that Michael Schumacher probably only 
dreams of. Caught between Neptune and the Michael’s 
Ferrari on the surface of the sea you know who is going 
to win. I released my grip on the handle and fell forward 
to great applause, to recorded my first ever face plant. 
My final deep water start brought me more gracefully to 
the finish and I handed the handle over to the next in line.

My wakeboarding day was done but, thanks to Jenette, I 
had achieved what to that point in my life had seemed 
impossible. To ride the wake with sufficient confidence 
that I know that, the next time, I will not have to swim 
another stroke. 

While waiting the transport back to Mactan Island, a 
small group of us sat and quaffed a few cans of Manila 
Beer while we chatted about the success of the event, 
the venue and the equipment. I summarize here the 
collective thoughts and observations.

The Bohol Wake Jam 2012: Awesome! 

The Bohol Wake Jam is part of a month long Bohol 
Wake Fest organized by Singapore based, The Board-
shop. Their 2012 objective is to bring wakeboarding to 
the Visayas so that enthusiasts do not have to travel so 
far to enjoy their passion.

To get to Pandanon Island is easier from Mactan, 
Cebu, than it is from Bohol insomuch as: it is only a 
hour’s boat ride from Mactan Island to Pandanon 
Island; it is a two hour drive from Bohol’s main airport 
in Tagbilaran, to the sleepy town Getafe, followed by 
a 25 minute boat ride. It is also less expensive from 
Mactan, Cebu.

The Sesitec System 2.0 can be installed across any 
body of water and is perfect for both beginners & 

there were no tents available and the half a dozen lodg-
ing rooms in the pavilion had all been occupied. But it 
was not long before Jenette came bouncing into view, 
ready to teach the newbies how the wake can be mas-
tered in just a few sessions.

After a series of stretching exercises I donned the 
safety gear and I was guided into position in the shallows 
to receive the rope and handle; “Don’t fight the pull 
just resist it” was the primary instruction.

Well my first round was not inspiring: three falls on the 
outward leg and two on the return. I was determined to 
do at least one complete run without falling off – an 
oxymoron of sorts because the bindings ensure you 
stay attached to the board whatever.

Off for the second round and yes! Riding Goofy, I 
reached the far end without falling and without crashing 
into the kicker. I was stoked. 

Having insufficient experience to make the turn without 
a restart, I paddled as best I could to retrieve the rope 
and handle. Any swimming stroke provides next to 
zero forward movement when you have four square 
feet of timber attached to your feet as a sea-anchor, 
perpendicular to your ankles, but with effort I finally 
reached out, caught hold of the handle and gave a 
thumbs-up.

Twice I rose from the deep water start and twice I 
bailed before finally arriving abeam of the kicker. I was 
still determined I would ride home in style. 

The third deep water start caught me a little by surprise, 
maybe the operator was just tired of watching me 
paddle, I rose up in a fountain of salty spray and, still 
broadside, the toeside edge dug into the water as if 
Neptune himself had grasped the board as trophy, 
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Left to right: Zech 
Stephenson, Susan 
Larsson, Luda Horfilla

G
ir

lie
 C

er
va

nt
es

G
ir

lie
 C

er
va

nt
es



6363BOATING&
WATERSPORTS 

experienced, wakeboard and wakeskate enthusiasts to 
practice their skills and, in this case, for international 
competition. The Sesitec System 2.0 comprises: two 
robust, steel A-frames; an electric motor, to drive the 
cable; and, a command station to control the speed 
and direction of the cable. Simple, yet extraordinarily 
effective, it has many advantages over both a 
conventional wake park and over a wake boat.

Using the Sesitec System 2.0 a rider does not have to 
go ashore and wait in-line for another opportunity to 
fall off their board, the operator at the command 
station simply directs the cable, rope and handle back 
to the rider waiting in the water. This dramatically 
improves the learning curve for beginners as they 
can immediately correct their previous mistake. For 
experienced riders, in competitions especially, it means 
that one error does not necessarily interfere with their 
sequence of tricks or affect the overall flow of their 
potentially winning performance. Compared to fueling 
up a wake boat, the cost of running the System 2.0 
electric motor is minimal. 

Riding Terminology Used:

Air   –  a measure of the height gained during a trick
Bail   –  giving up on a trick in progress, sometimes unintentionally
Big Air  –  lots of height gained during a trick
Bindings  –  the straps that hold your feet to the wakeboard
Butt Check  –  when a rider lands out of position and lets his butt touch   
  the water to remain riding
Face Plant  –  landing with your face being the first part of your body 
  to touch the water
Goofy  –  riding stance with the right foot forward
Kicker  –  the sloped ramp, floating in the middle of the course, 
  allowing riders to gain extra air
Gnarly  –  cool word for “awesome!”
Sick  –  when someone throws a massive something or other 
  and pulls it off, especially the first time
Stoked  –  pumped up with enthusiasm and adrenalin before or after a ride
Ten-eighty  –  a 1080 degree spin during a trick (three complete turns)
Toeside  –  Refers to your edging position where you are leaning 
  forwards over your toes. 
Heelside  – Refers to your edging position where you are leaning   
  backwards over your heels.
Frontside  –  Spinning term : The rotational direction where the front   
  of your body faces the direction of travel first as you 
  initiate the rotation. 
  Obstacle term : The approach direction towards the 
  obstacle where the front of your body is closer to the 
  obstacle. 
Backside  –  Spinning term : The rotational direction where the back of  
  your body faces the direction of travel first as you initiate  
  the rotation (aka blind spin). 
  Obstacle term : The approach direction towards the 
  obstacle where the back of your body is closer to the 
  obstacle. 
Switch  –  Anytime a trick is executed when a rider is on his non-
  natural stance

BOHOL WAKE JAM RESULTS
Women’s Wakeskate 
Champion – Susan Larsson

Men’s Wakeskate
Champion – Moe Gomez
1st Runner up – Fermin Tamayo
2nd Runner up – Koko Yuzon

Women’s Wakeboard 
Champion – Mikee Teh Selga
1st Runner up – Ai Ai Calabria

Men’s Wakeboard
Champion – Zech Stephenson
1st Runner up – Luda Horfilla
2nd Runner up – Gelow Cordero

Left: Gelow Cordero
Top right: riders waiting 
for lift off
Bottom right: extreme 
heelside
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1997 model DT140 Suzuki 

Biminis/Ski Pole /Bait Board 

safety gear includes the 

following: v–sheet, 

8 x distress flares, spare 

key, oars, life jackets EAGLE 

MAGNUM 3 fish finder

Php 990,000.00

Cruise Craft Bow Rider Charger 506 

C
 L

 A
 S

 S
 I

 F
 I

 E
 D

  
 A

 D
 S

CLASSIFIED ADS from PhP 750!
Power Boats • Sailing Yachts • House & Lot 

Businesses • Motor Vehicles
Call: 02 551 4587 / +63 918 963 8177
E-Mail: info@activeboatingwatersports.com 

The Danish Lagoon Luxury Beach Resort 
H.C. Andersens Boulevard, Paliton, San Juan, Siquijor, Philippines 

Cell #: +63 908.627.0975   Web: http://thedanishlagoon.com  
Email: info@thedanishlagoon.com

The Danish Lagoon

   ex. Phil. Coast Guard     Patrol Vessel
Caterpillar 320 HP Marine Turbo
diesel engine, Furono navigation
radar and marine radio, 
Hamilton Jet-drive

                   Tel/text: +63 927 349-3140 
Php 2.9 M (negotiable) or email: cebuboat@yahoo.com

Built in New Zealand,
In great condition,

located in Cebu,
Philippines.

Prime, leased, waterfront properties 
for sale in Barrio Sabang, Puerto Galera

Available: one or more leased commercial and/or residential 
properties in prime 100% waterfront locations for sale or 
sale-leaseback assured by seller. Buyer may enjoy  
personal use (full or part- time) of excellent furnished 
residential units and absentee owner excellent property 

management is available.   Range: P3-15 million         
contact: rabigler@portofino.com.ph

Tel/text: 0939 936 4045
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The Largest
Yacht Chandler in the Philippines

With over 10,000 stock items
from all the Leading Manufacturers

                 GPS                      Cleaning Compounds          Lighting & Electrical             Jackets & Vests

The Philippine Distributor of Famous, Quality Brands

Hull, Deck & Cabin    Plumbing & Water Systems        Communication                       Funtoys 
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