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Falling for the 
PhiliPPines

With spectacular islands and happy-go-lucky inhabitants, it’s easy to be  
seduced by the world’s second-largest archipelago, discovers Lara Brunt

s our guide Joven dangles a half-
metre-long tamilok in front of 

our faces, he reassures us the 
slimy woodworm, freshly 
plucked from the Palawan 

mangroves, is a sure-fire 
aphrodisiac. “It’s 60 per cent 

more effective than Viagra!” he says 
with a grin. Judging by the mood-

enhancing menu items I’ve seen so far in 
the Philippines, from super smelly durian 
(“tastes like heaven, smells like hell,” the 
locals like to say) to stomach-churning 
balut (a boiled, fertilised duck egg), I’m 
sticking with oysters and Barry White. 
Although, with the population recently 
topping 100 million, perhaps they’re onto 
something. 

Anchored between the South China Sea 

and Pacific Ocean, the world’s second-
largest archipelago has something for 
everyone. Made up of over 7,000 islands, 
the Philippines is divided into three 
main island groups: Luzon in the north, 
home to the heaving capital, Manila; the 
central Visayas, famous for their white-
sand beaches and world-class diving; and 
Mindanao down south, where you’ll find 
rugged peaks and trees heavy with tropical 
fruits. Palawan, meanwhile, is an island 
apart, a long sliver to the southwest of 
Luzon known as the last frontier, thanks 
to its unspoilt rainforest and limestone 
cliffs.

Geographically part of Southeast Asia, 
culturally the country is full of surprises. 
Malays, Arabs and Chinese were early 
arrivals, while the Spanish staked 

their claim in the 1500s – the country 
was named after King Philip II – and 
stayed for 350 years, leaving their mark 
with Catholicism, colonial architecture 
and exuberant fiestas (you’re bound to 
stumble across one at some stage). Widely 
spoken English, a healthy obsession with 
basketball and a not-so-healthy taste for 
fast food belies the influence of Spain’s 
colonial successors, the Americans, who 
took over in 1898 and ruled for nearly five 
decades, after Spain ceded the territory 
as part of a deal to end a 10-week war 
between the two nations. “We say the 
Filipino has a Western mind, due to the 
US influence, a Latin heart because of our 
Spanish passion, and an Asian soul. It’s 
the mix of these personalities that makes 
us unique,” one local eloquently explains.
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Just an hour’s flight from Manila, 
Palawan feels far-flung and has remained 
largely undiscovered by tourists – even a 
‘lost tribe,’ the Tau’t Batu, was discovered 
here in the ‘70s. From the provincial 
capital of Puerto Princesca, we drive 
through lush green landscapes of jungle 
and rice fields, before arriving at Sheridan 
Beach Resort & Spa on Sabang Beach, 
an idyllic stretch of sand complete with 
hammocks strung between swaying 
coconut palms.

Most visitors who do venture to 
Palawan are lured by Puerto Princesa 
Underground River, a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site said to be the longest 
navigable subterranean river in the world, 
and we duly make it our first stop. After 
a short boat ride from Sabang, we board a 
10-man canoe and paddle through crystal 
clear waters to the cave entrance of the 
eight-kilometre-long river that wends its 
way through a craggy karst mountain. 
Pitch black inside, a lone light shone from 
the bow of the canoe reveals amazing 
formations of stalactites and stalagmites 
and thousands of bats (there are eight 
different species in all). I suppress the 
temptation to stare, slack-jawed, after our 
guide advises us to keep our mouths shut, 
lest we catch some water droplets or worse.

The surrounding area is a national park 
famed for its biodiversity, with more than 
800 plant species, 195 species of birds, 30 
different mammals and 19 reptiles found 
here. We spot some large monitor lizards 
languidly stalking the forest floor, along 
with a Palawan peacock with its dazzling 
metallic green-blue feathers, as we make 
our way to the nearby mangroves. We 
climb into another canoe for the slow 
journey along the Sabang River, past thick 
mangrove trees inhabited by kingfishers 
and small pythons curled up asleep in the 
sunshine, while red and blue crabs and 
more monitor lizards hide among the 
muddy tangle of tree roots. After dodging 
the tamilok appetiser, we head back to the 
Sheridan for the infinitely more agreeable 
dinner buffet on the beach.

The next morning we’re back on a 
boat, this time to go island-hopping 
around picturesque Honda Bay, dotted 
with around 16 tiny islands and framed 
by green mountains on the main island. 
The shallow coral reefs are a big draw 
for divers and snorkellers alike, with the 
waters of the Philippines home to more 
than 2,000 different kinds of fish. Our 
first stop is Luli Island, little more than 
a sand bar with a few beach huts on stilts 
and only visible at low tide. We swim and 
snorkel in the calm waters, before heading 
to Pandan Island where we drop anchor 
for lunch. After splashing about in the sea 
and taking selfies with starfish, we feast on 
the day’s catch – clam soup flavoured with 
malunggay, a local herb, steamed oysters 
and prawns, and grilled fish – served 
alongside crispy pork belly, seaweed with 
cucumber and tomato, grilled eggplant 

with soy sauce, ginger and chilli, and 
sweet mango with shrimp paste.

Next up, we fly south to Davao, 
Mindanao’s largest city and the gateway 
to Mount Apo, the nation’s highest peak 
and a magnet for trekkers and climbers. 
The tropical fruit is another crowd-
pleaser, with grapefruit-like pomelos, 
purple-skinned mangosteens with sweet, 
snow-white segments, creamy rambutans 
that look and taste like lychees, and the 
dreaded durian (if you haven’t smelt one, 
imagine rotting meat mixed with three-
day-old socks and you’re getting close). 

Already a major exporter of bananas, 
pineapples, papayas, coconuts, and 
mangoes, Davao has a growing reputation 
for quality cacao beans, with a number of 
artisanal chocolate producers cropping up, 
including Malagos, whose single-origin, 
bittersweet dark chocolate is a hit with 
chefs, foodies and visitors like me.

A 45-minute boat ride across the narrow 
Pakiputan Strait brings us to Samal 
Island, blessed with yet more gorgeous 
beaches and excellent scuba diving. We 
check in to the Pearl Farm Beach Resort, 
a former pearl farm where thousands of 

After splashing about in the sea and taking 
selfies with starfish, we feast on the day’s catch

Opening page: Pearl 
Farm Resort, Davao. 
Clockwise from left: 
Mindanao, Davao; 
Seafood lunch; Guide 
Joven with tamilok; 
Honda Bay, Palawan 
Island; Outrigger 
boats on Coron Island; 
Port Barton, Albaguen 
Island.
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white-lipped oysters were once transported 
from the Sulu Sea in the southwest of 
the archipelago and cultivated for their 
pink, white and gold treasures. Today, 
it’s a luxurious resort with over-water 
bungalows inspired by the simple stilt 
houses of the seafaring Samal tribes 
who still live and fish in these waters. 
The region is also home to the Mandaya 
people, known for their colourful cloth 
called dagmay, hand-woven from abaca 
fibres, a type of banana tree. I watch them 
at work at the resort’s weaving centre and 
can’t resist taking home some of their 
intricately patterned fabric.

Our final stop is the often-maligned 
megalopolis that is Manila. Much of the 
city’s charm was destroyed during WWII; 
fierce fighting saw the city liberated by 
the US in 1945, following three years 
of brutal Japanese occupation. “We call 
it the Warsaw of Asia,” says our guide, 
as he leads us around what remains of 
the old Spanish stronghold, Intramuros. 
Guarded by the Fort Santiago citadel, the 
16th-century walled city has been partly 
restored, while the World Heritage-listed 
San Agustin Church was pretty much 
the only building left standing after the 
Battle of Manila. Casa Manila, a lovely 
reproduction of a Spanish colonial house, 
offers a glimpse of what once was, while 
Barbara’s restaurant next door keeps 
the Latin spirit alive with a flamenco 
performance, followed by traditional 
tinikling bamboo dancing. Then it’s 
spirits of a different kind, with Ning Sling 
cocktails at The Peninsula’s Salon de 
Ning, a 1930s-style nightclub with four 
eclectically-themed private rooms. We 
opt for the Shoe Room, a footwear-filled 
boudoir, which seems quite fitting in a city 
associated with the world’s most famous 
shoe-lover, Imelda Marcos (the flamboyant 
wife of the former dictator was said to own 
thousands of pairs).

After an early dart to avoid Manila’s 
legendary traffic jams, we spend our final 
day in Tagaytay overlooking Lake Taal 
and its small yet volatile volcano. Just 
55km south of the capital, it’s a popular 
weekend escape for stressed out city 
slickers, with many making a beeline 
for Sonya’s Garden. Opened by avid 
gardener Sonya Garcia in 1998, the lush 
oasis has grown to include a wonderful 
organic restaurant, B&B and spa. We 
indulge in one of Sonya’s signature 
massages, followed by the most delicious 
tea I’ve ever tasted, a mandarin, honey 
and basil concoction, and an impressive 
lunch spread straight from the garden. 
Afterwards, as we tour the landscaped 
gardens our host points out exotic plants. 
“This one,” she says, with a knowing 
twinkle in her eye, “is an aphrodisiac.” 
Who needs herbal helpers? I’m already 
smitten.

Where 
to stay

···
Sonya’s Garden 

is a boutique B&B 
in Tagaytay ideal 

for couples that like 
to travel in style. 

The hospitality and 
generosity of the staff is 
unmatched anywhere 

in the Philippines. For 
beachfront glamour, try 

the Sheridan Beach 
Resort & Spa. It’s a 
tropical paradise that 
has the calm ocean in 
front and the jungle, 

ripe for exploring, 
behind. Privacy, luxury 

and relaxation are 
guaranteed.

Clockwise from top 
left: The Peninsula’s 
Salon de Ning; 
Kadayawan festival; 
Pearl Farm Resort; 
Local textiles.


