I’m now sitting on a bus from Manila to Baguio with six hours to kill, so I’ve got lots of time to write down every excruciating detail of my weekend trip to Legaspi.  So, enjoy, won’t you?  I’ll have to go through my pictures later (I took almost 400!) and pick out some good ones to share, so for now you’re just gonna have to see things through my eyes via the written word.  So let’s begin…

I had one simple goal on this side trip:  to see the Philippines’ most active volcano, Mt Mayon, with my own eyes.  I had seen pictures of it and read about its near perfect symmetry.  I also knew that smoke was always billowing from the top cone, so I counted on that characteristic to take what I hoped would be some dramatic pictures.  But what fascinated me most is that this volcano is smack dab in the middle of a populated area, right next to the bustling provincial capital city of Legaspi.  Just a few short miles away, the 8,077 foot tall mountain rises straight up from the Albay plains and impressively dominates the view from anywhere in the city and surrounding area.  I knew the weather factor would be a crapshoot, but I reasoned that some decent views might be had from the airplane even if the volcano’s summit remained shrouded in clouds from a sea-level vantage point during the entire time of my 24-hour stay.  

So off I went.  Having ascertained ahead of time that the left side of the plane would offer the best view of Mayon, I secured a window seat and held my camera in my lap and at the ready for the relatively short flight from Manila.  Philippine Air has just one flight a day to Legaspi, and it’s always early.  Much as I hated waking up just after 4am to get ready to check out of my Manila hotel, I realized the crisp dawn air would probably make my chances of seeing the volcano more probable. So I didn’t complain.

Everything worked out better than I had hoped.  There were clouds, of course, but not many, and Mayon rose above most of them anyway.  The summit had a layer of haze in the early morning and a perfectly straight horizontal streak of reflected bright light across it that looked too flawless to be a natural occurrence.  It was almost like the heavens wanted to spotlight this showpiece, not that it could have been overlooked by even the most casual of observers.  The much-anticipated bursts of smoke and soot were clearly visible as they were ejected from the summit, and I followed their ascending trajectory into the sky above until they were bent sharply sideways by stratospheric wind shears.   My camera clicked away the whole time as we got closer, passed directly next to the volcano, and then descended to Legaspi airport.  As the sun moved higher from the horizon the volcano was bathed in better lighting, and it was a remarkable sight to see the brilliant green of its slopes interrupted by the blackness of recent lava flows.  I don’t know what surprised me more – flying so close to an active volcano or the realization that I was now standing on the tarmac of an airport built in the volcano’s shadow.  

I headed outside.  As is my usual routine in this country, I had made no arrangements ahead of time.  Wanted to get a read on the weather after arriving, first and foremost, before planning anything.  Besides, the flight allowed me some time to flip through the Legaspi portion of my Lonely Planet travel guide and figure out where I might want to stay and what would sound interesting to do.  I’ve never had a problem just showing up unannounced at hotels in the Philippines.  Often I’m one of very few guests -- sometimes the only one -- so it never seems necessary to book anything ahead of time.  I also especially like the fact that I can show up shortly after sunrise and secure a room for the day and not have to wait until the afternoon to check in.  Hotels in this country seem remarkably relaxed about really early check in.

Of course this haphazard system sometimes backfires, as it did here when my taxi pulled up to my first choice of accommodations, the luxuriously sounding Hotel Venezia, which turned out to be closed for renovations.  The hotel manager asked me to please try again at a later time before I dipped back into the cab and moved on to Plan B, the quizzically-named Pepperland Hotel (“No Firearms” proclaimed a sign out front.  Never had I felt safer).  The cab driver’s English wasn’t perfect, but it was good enough.  We negotiated the cost of a sightseeing tour.  The weather was holding up nicely, so after depositing my bags in my room it was time for my all-day impromptu tour of Albay province.   I was in great spirits, having a predominantly blue sky in what is already supposed to be typhoon season here, and over a hundred snapshots of brooding Mt Mayon already in the can.  Having achieved the primary goal of this trip before leaving the arrival hall at the airport felt great; everything else I was going to see today was icing.

First stop, the church & belfry ruins of Cagsawa, buried by an avalanche of rock and lava from Mayon’s catastrophic eruption in 1814.  Out front was a curious statue of Jesus with a pained look on his face that was equal parts worry, concern, and utter obliviousness.  What I found odd was that he was facing away from the volcano that punctured the entire view behind him.  The proverbial elephant in the room that no one wanted to talk about.  It would have seemed more natural for Jesus to be looking at it, at least sideways if not full frontal.  But facing away from a gigantic volcano?  That’s just asking for trouble.  I found that by walking slowly around the statue and positioning everything just right, it was possible to take a picture of Jesus looking completely unaware that the end of the world was directly behind him.  His benign face in the foreground looking in the wrong direction as billowing black smoke rises menacingly behind.  An apt metaphor for the 1,200 souls who perished nearly 200 years ago by running into the church as the lava approached, feeling that surely the church, of all places, would protect them from Nature’s wrath.  The ruins stand in the same condition as they were left that day.

Clouds were already starting to collect around Mayon’s summit, but I still managed to get some nice shots of the mountain with nice shimmering bright green rice fields in the foreground.

On to the next attraction, what I shall affectionately call the Bat Cave.  Actually, its proper name is Hoyop Hoyopan, recalling the blowing winds that course through the cave complex from its four entrances.  Curious that my driver felt the need to mention, unprodded, that there most definitely were no bats in these caves.  I now have photographic proof of the contrary, of course; his statement being disproved almost immediately by what appeared to me to be bats flapping madly from the caverns to the sky.  And that was before we went inside.  

I gingerly followed my guide, “a lady!” exclaimed my surprised driver, who suddenly seemed to wish he were going inside instead of me.   We passed underneath a sign detailing all of the prohibited activities inside the caves.  “No dating” caught my eye as the pitch-black darkness enveloped us.

A few seconds to get used to the change in lighting, then I could see that stalactites and stalagmites were everywhere.  She held a weak flashlight in one hand and a gas lamp in the other; the former pointed down to the ground to illuminate the moist rocks behind her so I wouldn’t slip, the latter she would raise at appropriate intervals to highlight areas of interest inside. 

By now I wasn’t surprised to see bats hanging from the ceiling high above.  They quietly tolerated our passing, evidently being quite used to tourists coming and going.  As we walked I was regaled with bits of history, from the Filipino resistance fighters who hid in the cave during the Japanese occupation, to the dance floor (yes, a real dance floor in a cave!) installed in the 1970s to provide some moments of youthful release during times of martial law in the Marcos regime when kids wanted a means to rebel against curfew.

She stopped in the middle of the cave and directed her flashlight to the high ceiling and toggled among three pronounced circular indentations.  The dome above and three circles reminded people of a Catholic church and the Holy Trinity, she said.  In the eerie glow of her gas lamp, I thought it looked like a giant skull.

She pointed out several other cave attractions as we slowly walked, the occasional natural creation that looked incredibly similar to something else:  a two headed snake here, an old man there, the backside of what appeared to be a voluptuous woman on the far wall.  We eventually emerged from the darkness at the fourth entrance to what was supposed to be a nicely framed view of Mt Mayon in the distance.  The brooding volcano was, alas, now almost completely covered by clouds, making me realize again how fortunate I was for the amazing glimpses of it this morning.

Back in the cab and onward to our next sightseeing spot:  Busay Falls, a three-tiered waterfall that is a popular swimming spot with the locals.  Only the bottom portion is visible unless you climb some very steep dirt & stone steps up the side of the hill, but it’s plenty big enough to be a nice sight.  I climbed as far as the second tier before the blazing heat sucked out most my remaining energy and convinced me to turn back.  I watched as a tired butterfly flapped furiously but failed to get completely airborne; he kept bumping across the path ahead of me and eventually flung himself over the edge and out of sight off to the side.  Even he was apparently too tired to take full flight.  

Finding our energy equally drained as well, the cab driver suggested a stop at his house.  Yes, his actual house, as if it were a regular part of his city tour.  Seeing all that water at the waterfall apparently reminded him that he needed to add water to his van to prevent it from overheating (this turned out to be only the first time this function would need to be performed that day), and it seemed logical for us to stop by his place and load up on water ourselves as well.  His wife and 8-year old son seemed mildly surprised to see a foreigner spring inside the doorway with her husband, but they were gracious as we gulped down a few glasses of water.  The TV was on a children’s channel, a giant fan was oscillating in the center of the floor in a completely fruitless attempt to make the inside cooler and less humid than the outside, and the boy almost never looked up from the handheld video game he was playing.  A small shelf displayed a couple faded wedding pictures, lots of kids toys, and not much else.  It was clear who ruled this house.

Back outside, the cab now with a fresh supply of water, and we were ready to go.  However he midday heat was intense, and neither one of us relished the thought of being outdoors at the moment.  The driver kindly suggested a break for lunch and siesta.  Agreeing that any further sightseeing would be better postponed to later in the afternoon when the sun wasn’t directly overhead, he deposited me back at my hotel and said he would come back two hours later.  I knew he would be on time, of course, since I hadn’t paid him anything yet.

A couple hours later we were back on the open road.  He took me to Lignon Hill for absolutely breathtaking views of the city and, of course, the ubiquitous Mt Mayon, which by now had fended off the onslaught of earlier clouds and was visible again.  Motorcycles can be ridden all the way to the top of Lignon Hill, which was not a very comforting discovery since we weren’t riding one.  So if I wanted to appreciate the grandeur of the 360-degree view from Lignon’s summit, I was going to have to walk most of the way up myself.  He drove me as far as he could, right up to the sign and barricades preventing larger vehicles from passing, and said he would be happy to wait in the van for me until I got back.  I asked him how long of a walk it would be to the top, and he guessed ten minutes, give or take.  I took his estimate with a grain of salt; after all, this was the same person who insisted there were no bats in the cave earlier even as contradictory evidence was flying past us.  Not surprisingly, it turned out to be much more of a hike than I thought.  As sweat cascaded off my body and thoroughly soaked my shirt, I began to wonder if he had ever walked to the top himself.  Probably not, I ultimately decided.  

But all the tired muscles and sore legs were worth it in the end.  All of Legaspi was visible below me.  The airport was closest.  The runway (what an amazing place to watch takeoffs and landings, if there were any at this time of day).  I could even spy my hotel, which wasn’t too difficult given its loud garish yellow coating.  Green mountains.  Blue waters of the Pacific.  Islands were visible offshore.  The view was a feast of colors.  I sat there for some time, trying to figure out why everything looked so … familiar.  Then it dawned on me.  All of these islands and pastels had a very Caribbean look and feel to them.  Legaspi looked like a posh Caribbean resort city from this altitude.  

After drinking my fill from this vantage point, it was time to swap sides and take in the other half of this amazing 360-degree view.  Mt Mayon smiled down on everything.  There were a few ramshackle snack shacks where thirst could be quenched (mmmm, Pop Cola), and some of the proprietors had thoughtfully provided rickety wooden benches for better volcano contemplating.  The view from here was absolutely stunning.  Not only the volcano itself, but also the terraced rice fields that fell away from its base.  I took tons of pictures, of course., then I just sat.  A huge sign showed a local woman thoroughly enjoying a Coke, and I gave into temptation and enjoyed another drink while waiting haplessly for the sweat on my shirt to start evaporating.  

It was nice to be all alone; the last thing I wanted at this point was a driver or tour guide trying to hurry me along.  My driver’s parting words to me as I began the trek up the hill was to “take my time”.  I sure did.  I sat there enjoying the view for a good long while, slowly nursing my beverage while attempting to balance my camera on the benches and take some self portraits with the timer to prove that I was actually there..  Eventually the clouds started to thicken, so I took that as an omen that it was time to finally start heading back down.  Nearly two hours had passed.  The driver didn’t seem to mind when we finally had our rendezvous.

He weakly suggested the zoo as a possible candidate for our next stop, but we both realized that the highlights of today’s tour were already behind us.  So I let him off easy and told him to take the rest of the day off.  I thanked him for his services and he dropped me back off at the hotel.  My legs were sore anyway, so it was nice to have the rest of the day to … rest!  :)

Twenty-four hours later I was back in the air on my flight back to Manila.  I felt like I had been gone for days.  

