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   Stuffed Crab and Boiled Shrimp. The Filipinos took to the Spanish technique of rellenado or "stuffing" with relish.


  Food in the Philippines


  Islands with a history of colonization nourished a people with a gift for adaptation


  by Doreen G. Fernandez

  



  What is Filipino food? Is it adobo which has a Spanish name, yet contains chicken, pork, vegetables or even seafood stewed in vinegar and garlic, and is thus unlike any Spanish adobado? Or is it pancit noodles of many persuasions utilizing local ingredients, yet obviously of Chinese origin? Or would it be sinigang the sour broth related to similar Southeast Asian soups and stews that are cooling in the hot tropical weather? Could it even be the omnipresent fried chicken sometimes marinated in vinegar and garlic before it is fried? Or arroz caldo a chicken congee that is served as comfort food even on airlines?


  The land and the waters provide the Filipinos with an abundance of tasty and nutritious food ingredients. Seven thousand and more islands are surrounded by seas, watered by rivers and brooks, bordered by swamps and dotted with lakes, canals, ponds and lagoons, providing a multitude of fish and other water creatures that make up the basic diet of Filipinos. This variegated landscape of mountains and plains, shores and forests, fields and hills is inhabited by land and air creatures that generously transform into food. It also brings forth greenery all year-round, a garden of edible grains, leaves, roots, fruits, pods, seeds, tendrils and flowers.
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ABOVE: "Fête à Santa-Cruz de Nano", (1887) by Marcelle Lancelot (after Andrews). First published in LuCon et Palaouan: Six. Anné es de Voyage aux. Philippines by Alfred Marché. This engraving depicts Manileno ilustrados enjoying a neighborhood party. Hustrados, meaning "enlightened ones", comprised an elite urban class with a high level of education and nationalism.

  



  Thus, the Filipino dietary pattern: rice as the staple, steamed white and plain, providing a background to the flavors of fish, meat and vegetables. It is, nutritionists judge, one of the healthiest eating patterns in the world.


  Because the island geography makes food readily accessible to hunters, fishermen, food gatherers and farmers, indigenous dishes are simply prepared: grilled (inihaw), steamed (pinasingawan) or boiled (nilaga). Some dishes even require no cooking at all, as with kinilaw, fish briefly marinated in vinegar or lime juice to "cook" it, while retaining freshness and translucence.


  Since food is one of the liveliest areas of popular cultural exchange, it has of course been subject to foreign influences and change. Chinese traders, the Spanish colonizers and proselytizers, and in the 20th century, the United States all left their mark on the local cuisine. The signature ingredients of Southeast Asia are present here too, in the form of chilies, lemongrass and the pungent fish sauce called patis. Recent times have seen foods from other more distant lands sometimes occupying a small corner of the Filipino table. To the question therefore, "What is Filipino food?" One can simply answer, "All of the above."


  The Philippines national culture begins with a tropical clime divided into rainy and dry seasons and an archipelago with 7,000 islands. These isles contain the Cordillera mountains, Luzon's central plains, Palawan's coral reefs; seas touching the longest coastline of any nation of comparable area in the world; and a multitude of lakes, rivers, springs and brooks.


  The population—120 different ethnic groups and the mainstream communities of Tagalog/llocano/ Pampango/ Pangasinan and Visayan lowlanders developed within a gentle but lush environment. Each group shaped their own lifeways: building houses, weaving cloth, telling and writing stories; ornamenting and decorating, and preparing food.


  Foreian influences made a deep impression on native island cultures. Chinese traders who had been coming to the islands since the 11th century brought silks and ceramics, took back products from the forest and sea, and left behind them many traditions so deeply embedded in daily life that Filipinos do not realize their provenance. Filipinos of Chinese ancestry comprise an important facet of the national profile.


  In the 16th century, the Spanish colonizers imported Christianity and a dominant Iberian elite that lasted three centuries. Families were "brought within the sound of church bells"; and thus were created villages, towns and cities.


  Spanish cultural forms replaced or melded with indigenous expressions. The folk cultures of the Christianized lowlands are thus greatly Hispanicized, whereas the highlands were later reached by Protestant missionaries and in southern Mindanao Islam flourished and long resisted Spanish colonization.


  After the Revolution of 1889, the Battle of Manila Bay, and the pact of exchange between the US and Spain, the country became an American colony. The US-style government and educational system imported along with the popular culture made Filipinos the most "Americanized Asians", and the Philippines became one of the larger English speaking countries of the world.


  This storied history and Mother Nature's largesse combined and evolved to produce Filipino food.


  The Chinese who came to trade sometimes stayed on. Their foodways accompanied them and also stayed. Perhaps they cooked the noodles of home; certainly they used local condiments; surely they taught their Filipino wives their dishes, and thus Filipino-Chinese food came to be. The names identify them: pancit (Hokkien for something quickly cooked) are noodles; lumpia are vegetables rolled in edible wrappers; siopao are steamed, filled buns; siomai are dumplings.


  All, of course, became indigenized Filipinized by their ingredients and by local tastes. Today, for example, Pancit Malabon has oysters and squid, since Malabon is a fishing center; and Pancit Marilao is sprinkled with rice crisps, because Marilao lies within the Luzon rice bowl.


  When restaurants were established in the 19th century, Chinese food became a staple of the pansiterias, with the food given Spanish names for the ease of the clientele: thus comida China (Chinese food) includes arroz caldo (rice and chicken gruel); and morisqueta tostada (fried rice).


  When the Spaniards arrived, the food influences they brought were from both Spain and Mexico, as it was through the vice royalty of Mexico that the Philippines were governed. This meant the production of food for an elite, including many dishes for which ingredients were not locally available.


  Spanish Filipino food had new flavors and ingredients olive oil, paprika, saffron, ham, cheese, cured sausages and new names. Paella, the dish cooked in the fields by Spanish workers, came to be a festive dish combining pork, chicken, seafood, ham, sausages and vegetables, a luxurious mix of the local and the foreign. Relleno, the process of stuffing festive capons and turkeys for Christmas, was applied to chickens, and even to bangus, the silvery milkfish. Christmas, a new feast for Filipinos that coincided with the rice harvest, featured not only the myriad of native rice cakes, but also ensaymadas (brioche-like cakes buttered, sugared and sprinkled with cheese) to dip in hot thick chocolate, and the apples, oranges, chestnuts and walnuts of European Christmases. Even the Mexican corn tamal turned Filipino, becoming rice based tamales wrapped in banana leaves.
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 ABOVE: Fresh food market in Tagaytay, a temperate city located high above Taal Lake in Southern Luzon. Tagaytay is well known for its market gardens and fruit stalls.
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Emerald green rice terraces are part of the spectacular scenery in the Cordillera of Northern Philippines.


 
 

  

  The Americans introduced to Philippine cuisine the ways of convenience: pressure cooking, freezing, pre-cooking; sandwiches and salads; hamburgers, fried chicken and steaks. Add to the above other cuisines found in the country along with other global influences: French, Italian, Middle Eastern, Japanese, Thai and Vietnamese. They grow familiar, but remain "imported" and not yet indigenized.


  On a buffet table today one might find, for example, Kinilaw Na Tanguingue, mackerel dressed with vinegar, ginger, onions, hot peppers, perhaps coconut milk; also grilled tiger shrimp, and maybe Sinigang Na Baboy, pork and vegetables in a broth soured with tamarind, all from the native repertoire. Alongside there would almost certainly be pancit, noodles once Chinese, now Filipino, still in a sweet sour sauce. Spanish festive fare like Morcon (beef rolls, page 76), Embutido (pork rolls), Fish Escabeche (page 68) and stuffed chicken or turkey might be there too. The centerpiece would probably be Lechon, spit-roasted pig, which may be Chinese or Polynesian in influence, but bears a Spanish name, and may therefore be derived from Cochinillo Asado. Vegetable dishes could include an American salad and a Pinakbet (vegetables and shrimp paste). The dessert table would surely be richly Spanish: Leche Flan (page 99), Natilla, Yema (page 100), Dulces De Naranja, Membrillo, Torta Del Rey, etc., but also include local fruits in syrup (coconut, santol, guavas) and American cakes and pies. The global village may be reflected in shawarma and pasta. The buffet table and Filipino food today is thus a gastronomic telling of Philippine history.


  What really is Philippine food, then? Indigenous food from land and sea, field and forest. With added dishes and culinary procedures from China, Spain, Mexico and the United States, and more recently from further abroad.


  What makes them Filipino? The history and society that introduced and adapted them; the people who tuned them to their tastes and accepted them into their homes and restaurants, and especially the harmonizing culture that combined them into contemporary Filipino fare.


  Regional Dishes and Regional Identity


  In this land of more than 7000 islands, regional diversity is seen and tasted


  by Corazon S. Alvina

  



  The Philippine archipelago has conjured a people with a stubborn sense of regional identity. The scattered island geography sustains multiple cultures and many distinctly different cuisines, all alive and well. Regionalism can be sensed-ay, tasted on Philippine islanders' taste buds.


  While Filipino food comprises essentially a simple, tropical cuisine, diverse styles have evolved among seven major regions of the 7,107 islands. The variations are traceable to the character of, first, the natural resources the produce of different soils and seas, plants and animals, and to the regional character of different island peoples separate, insular, fractionalized (and proud of their differences). The basic foodstuffs and condiments become more interesting when explored among insular places.


  The northwest coast of Luzon is the llocos region, a strip of land between the mountains and the sea, where five provinces share the same language, food and tough challenges of nature. Ilocanos are frugal and hardy, relying on what can be coaxed from the dry, hot land. They eat meat sparingly preferring vegetables and rice for the bulk of their diet.


  Pinakbet (page 57) is a popular vegetable medley identified with the Ilocanos, a combination of tomatoes, eggplant and bitter melon, lima beans, okra, and squash all bound together with bagoong, a salty sauce made from fermented fish or shrimp. Ilocano meat dishes are very delicious but tend to lean toward high cholesterol: Lomo, a pork liver and kidney soup; Longganisa (page 47), a fatty ground pork sausage enjoyed for breakfast; and Bagnet, dried pork belly, deep fried with bagoong.


  Two well loved cuisines in the rice-and-sugar lands of Central Luzon Pampanga and Bulacan claim superiority over the others. In Pampanga, food is a major preoccupation; the cuisine is ornate and lavish, like their woodcarving. Many exotic dishes are attributed to land-locked Pampanga: fried catfish with buro, a fermented rice sauce; fermented crabs; frogs or milkfish in a sour soup; fried mole crickets, and Tosino, cured pork slices.
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  ABOVE: The spicy and delicious sausages from Lucban are a much loved treat eaten at any time of the day.


 

  

  As a major sugar producing province, Pampanga sweetens many of her dishes especially her desserts! There are Spanish influenced cream puffs, egg yolk custards, marzipans and meringues; plus the very native tibok-tibok (water buffalo milk blended with corn). From here also comes Bringhe (a fiesta rice made with coconut milk); Ensaymada, a buttery bun; Leche Flan (page 99), a crème brûlée made with water buffalo milk; and a great selection of sticky rice cakes.


  In Bulacan, the motto is not to eat anything unless it makes you swoon with pleasure. Bulacan cooking is unhurried, old-fashioned, sure, and very varied, based on wide ingredient resources. River fish are boiled with citrus or in palm wine, then flamed. Eels are simmered in coconut cream; saltwater fish, in vinegar and ginger. Mudfish are fermented or packed in banana stalks and buried in live coals; crabs sauteed with guava; shellfish flavored in a gingery broth. Bulakenos specialize in meat dishes: A chicken "sits" in a claypot lined with salt and is slowly roasted. Typically, Bulakan cooks claim the best Relleno and Galantina (stuffed chicken rolls); Estofado (pork leg) and Asado (pot roast); and Kare-Kare (oxtail stewed in peanut sauce, page 79).


  Homes around Manila Bay harbor Filipinos' favorite comfort foods, conjured from ingredients derived from around the metropolis. Fresh seafood comes in by the fishing port to the north; meats and fowl are trucked in from the south; vegetables and rice are grown on the plains of Central Luzon.
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 One pot Rice with Chicken, Pork and Shrimp in Coconut Milk (see recipe on page 44) is a simple, Luzon style rice dish adapted from the Spanish.
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  Bringing in the day's catch of freshly caught tuna, General Santos City, Mindanao.

  



  Several dishes may lay claim to forming the "national" cuisine: Bistek (beef and onion rings braised in soy sauce, page 75); Lumpia (spring rolls); and the popular adobo chicken and pork stewed in vinegar and soy sauce, garlic, peppercorns and bay leaf. Every province boasts of having the best adobo.


  Manila's is soupy with soy sauce and garlic. Cavite cooks mash pork liver into the sauce. Batangas adds the orange hue of annatto seeds; Laguna likes hers yellowish and piquant with turmeric. Zamboanga's adobo is thick with coconut cream.


  Three other items represent mainstream tastes and might be called "national" dishes. Sinigang, the lightly boiled, slightly sour soup, has a broth as tart as the heart (or taste buds) desires. An array of souring agents unripe guavas, tamarind leaves and flowers, kamias, tomatoes help make a home cooked sinigang of seafood or meat and vegetables as varied as the 7,000 islands.


  There is the stew known as Dinuguan basically pig blood and innards simmered with vinegar and hot peppers. Most regions do the Dinuguan stew in their own versions.


  Finally there's Lechon, the whole roast pig or piglet, star of many fiesta occasions. Lechon is slowly roasted over live coals, basted regularly and made crisp and luscious. The tasty sauce is concocted from the pig's liver, simmered with vinegar, sugar and herbs.


  From the surrounds of Laguna de Bay, the heart shaped lake of the Southern Tagalog provinces, a rustic and honest cuisine evolved. The lake and the mountains are the sources for carp cooked in a sour soup, tilapia stuffed with tamarind leaves, and lake shrimp simmered in thick coconut cream.


  Farther south, the waters of Batangas provide many fish for the table. Ocean tuna is layered and slowly cooked in an earthenware pot, freshwater sardines come from Taal Lake, and fermented fish bagoong comes from Balayan town. Batangas Province is renowned, too, for its beef industry, its Bulalo (oxtail soup including the bone marrow, page 37) and her strong barako robusta coffee. In Quezon the preferred meat is carabao or water buffalo, stewed in a spicy tomato sauce. And the preferred noodle dish is Pancit Habhab noodles scooped into a banana leaf pocket and eaten like an ice cream cone.


  The Bicol region six provinces along the southeastern peninsula of Luzon is a lush land famous for the majestic Mayon Volcano, the smallest fish in the world, coconut forests, pili nuts and spicy hot coconut creamy food! It has oft been said that the Bicolano farmer, in the face of frequent typhoons plaguing the region, ties down his indispensable sili (chili pepper) plants before looking after his wife.


  Bicol is synonymous with gata, coconut cream. Sili and gata combine deliciously, especially in the famous Bicol dish called pinangat. Little bundles of gabi (taro) leaves are filled with shredded taro leaves and bits of tasty meat; the bundles are simmered in gata, and laced with a fistful of chilies.


  



  OPPOSTIE BELOW: Picking strawberries outside Baguio, in the province of Benguet. Baguio, which is on average about 50°F cooler than the lowlands, is a popular summer escape for heat weary Filipinos.
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Picking strawberries outside Baguio, in the province of Benguet. Baguio, which is on average about 50°F cooler than the lowlands, is a popular summer escape for heat weary Filipinos.

  

  The Visayas are the big island group in the center of the archipelago, where cuisines reflect the influence of the Chinese and the taste of the seas. Iloilo City is famous for genteel households, languid lifestyles and delicious noodle soups. Pancit Molo (page 43) is a hearty soup of shrimp, chicken and pork dumplings. Also, the delectable Lumpiang Ubod (page 65): heart of palm in soft crepes.
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  ABOVE: Bananas, gourds and tomatoes are not just for eating. Local produce is used to decorate the houses in Lucban during the fiesta of San Isidro Labrador.

  



  Bacolod and Iloilo share credit for binakol, a chicken soup based not on chicken stock but on buko, the sweet water of the young coconut. Bacolod also cooked up inasal, a barbecued chicken marinated in a heady mixture of citrus and annatto seeds.


  Down Visayas way, kinilaw is at its pristine best. Kinilaw refers to the marinating of the freshest fish, shellfish or meat in vinegar or other souring ingredients for eating raw. In Dumaguete, kinilaw is prepared with palm-wine vinegar, lime juice, chilies and coconut cream.


  In Mindanao, the frontier land of the far south, everyday cuisine is more Malay in influence and distinctly exotic in taste. Spices are used generously: turmeric, ginger, garlic, chilies and roasted coconut. Seafoods are eaten raw, broiled or fried; or put in soups with lemongrass, ginger and green papayas; or coconut cream and turmeric. Chicken is served in curry; or combined with softened taro in a stinging soup.


  Root crops are served, alongside the staple rice. Cassava is boiled and grated into cakes; rice appears as puso, "hearts", cooked in woven coconut fronds. Glutinous rice is often mixed with shrimp, spices, or coconut milk; or cooked with turmeric and pimento. The most exotic fruits of the country are found in Mindanao: durian, marang, mangosteen, and lanzones.


  Zamboanga is a Catholic town with a distinct Spanish accent on her cuisine. Cocido, the traditional Sunday platter, is prepared like its Iberian prototype, with sausage, salted pork, pork ribs, sweet potatoes, corn and cooking bananas. Zamboanga has several very unique dishes tatos, big ugly crabs that taste of the coconut meat they like to feed on; and curacha, the weirdest crab with the sweetest flavor.


  Filipinos break bread together on special occasions and at every excuse. The humblest peasant shares his meal with a stranger. That sharing attitude toward food—so expressive of human bonds ensures the survival of Philippine cuisine.

  



  Fiesta Feasting


  by Doreen G. Fernandez

  



  At four in the morning a band marches through the streets, waking the townspeople for the fiesta. Soon church bells ring, calling them to Mass to celebrate the feast of the patron saint the Blessed Virgin in her many attributes, or saints of the religious orders that worked at Christianizing the country.


  After the church rites, each town celebrates with elements of indigenous and Hispanicized custom: religious processions in which the statue of the saint is borne through town; folk theater like komedya and sarswela, all free to the public; games (e.g. water buffalo races) and fireworks; and abundant food and feasting.


  In the old times, all homes were open to all comers. The town of Lucban, Quezon, dedicated to San Isidro Labrador (St Isidore the worker), proudly celebrates with food in a unique way. The houses lining the designated procession route are decorated with the varied fresh produce of the area. Rice stalks, bananas in bunches, vegetables, white gourds, squashes, green and ripe mangoes, coconuts, fish shaped bread, succulent whole roast pigs, and especially the multi-colored rice wafers called kiping, decorate, even cover, the facades of houses. The owners compete not only for the cash prize offered by the town, but for the attention of their neighbors, in the promise of another year, the good fortune of another harvest, and the joy of being together as Lucbanin.


  This Pahiyas festival ends with the afternoon procession which, led by the saint's statue, goes rapidly through the decorated streets, as the homeowners strip their homes and throw the food gifts down to the participants. All day the homes are open to neighbors, friends from other towns, even strangers are welcomed, and the traditional jardinera (a meat loaf) is invariably served to all.
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  The festival of Ati-Atihan in the Visayan province draws crowds of visitors who come to revel in the colorful celebrations. Like many Filipino fiestas, Ati-Atihan represents a blend of both pagan and Christian beliefs.

  



  In Angono, Rizal, a lakeside town, the celebration is water based. For the November feast of San Clemente, each barangay or neighborhood rehearses a set of marchers women and girls in native garb (a different color per village), wearing wooden clogs and carrying miniature paddles. With several marching bands from Angono and neighboring towns, they stomp through the streets in a particular rhythm, followed by men and boys carrying cans of water and laughingly trying to drench bystanders and each other all the way to the edge of the Laguna de Bay (lake on the shore of the town of the Bay).


  San Clemente and his entourage, including the parish priest and a band, are loaded onto a large boat decorated with greenery and taken for a short trip around the part of the lake bordering the town. The priest blesses the lake, the people and the fish traps. Many of the marching participants march, undeterred, right into the lake, musical instruments and all, and follow the boat as far as they can. The return trip to the church is raucous and water drenched participants throw water at all comers while house owners train hoses on them. With San Clemente safely in church again, the feasting goes on. Every home serves pancit, menudo, kare-kare, and usually the town specialty, duck stewed and then fried crisp.


  In Pakil, Laguna, the feast of our Lady of Turumba is celebrated with a procession in which only men participate, bearing her through the streets as they dance and sing.


  Quiapo, in the heart of Manila, is the domain of the Black Nazarene, a statue of Christ bearing the cross. On his feast (January 9), the district is impassable, with thousands of devotees crowding the streets. Men in the hundreds vie for the honor of taking turns pulling on the ropes of the carroza bearing the image. Women pray and pass the men handkerchiefs to wipe against the statue (to bring them grace). Guests crowd at the windows of houses, looking down on the spectacle. And the feasting goes on.


  San Dionisio, Paranaque, is known for its komedya during the feast of the eponymous saint. The good folk of the town believe that the discerning St. Dionisius prefers komedya (a full-length play in verse derived from European metrical romances, and featuring adventures in love and war) to any other kind of play, and if the saint is not pleased with the day's offering, rain will fall on the fiesta.


  In Silay, Negros Occidental, a recent practice revives the sarswela tradition, this time written, scored, staged and presented by the different barangays, in a contest part of celebrating the feast of St. Didacus on November 13. The musical comedies feature the concerns, customs and aspirations of farmers, fishermen, and urban folk, Silay now being a city.


  In the old, more leisurely days, fiesta preparations started weeks before the actual day. The women brought down and laundered curtains and table linen, washed and polished the silver and porcelain. The saints' statues were given fresh clothes and their jewelry (gifts of devotees) was taken out of vaults. Tenant farmers and their wives came in from the farms, bearing provisions pigs and chickens, fruits and vegetables and offering help. Cooks brought their best loved knives, and soon the yards around large houses were filled with willing hands chopping, washing, cooking food in vats, butchering and roasting pigs whole, as large eyed children watched in mounting excitement.


  On the day of the fiesta, the large table in the main dining room was laid, edge to edge, with the best the host could offer: a whole lechon, the quintessential fiesta dish; in Batangas, whole broiled maliputo from the Pansipit River; in Bulacan delicate milk pastilles in handcut paper wrappers and whole fruits in syrup etched with floral designs; in Ermita, luxurious stuffed capons Spanish style; in Nueva Ecija, constellations of rice cakes; in Pampanga, fat crayfish in sour broth; everywhere, the regional noodles (pancit all the specialties of the home, town and region. The host would welcome the parish priest, the mayor, town officials, important personages and relatives. He might even go out to the street to coax the guests in. Feasting would go on throughout the day, with many seatings, and changes of menu from breakfast to lunch, merienda and dinner. At the end guests and workers are given packets of food to take home to the unfortunates who were not able to attend the fiesta.


  At the September feast of our Lady of Penafrancia in Naga City, guests from other towns would start coming a week before, in carriages and carabao-drawn carts bearing not only guests but servants, bedding and provisions. They would stay with relatives (no hotels then), but set up temporary households. When the feast was over, they might move on to another fiesta in another town, since these religio-social events range through the year. They not only provide evidence of the Christianization of the country, and the industry of friars who assigned saints to each city and town, but also of the communal feeling that binds Filipinos.


  The fiesta is essentially an act of thanksgiving to the patron saint for intercession, to friends and neighbors for help and support through the year, and to God and nature for bounty and survival.

  



  BELOW: The tantalizing sight of a fiesta table. The lechon, or spit-roasted pig, takes pride of place in this array of festive dishes at the Villa Escudero.
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Intramuros, the historic walled fortress-city by Manila Bay has become a fashionably nostalgic place to celebrate rites of passage, particularly lavish weddings.
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