Voodoo.  Check.  (it’s like Haiti there, one coworker warned).  Witchcraft.  Check.  (don’t go, the witches are dangerous, another cautioned).  Vampires.  Check.  Really, vampires?!   That cinched it.  More than one of my friends said the island was overrun with them.  How can a small island with all of the above not be of interest to a visitor?  So once again I confounded my coworkers, completely disregarded their stern advice, and left them flabbergasted in the dust as I set off, this week to the mystical island of Siquijor.

Called Isla del Fuego (Island of Fire) by the Spaniards from the glow of the island’s fireflies, today Siquijor is known more for its aura of mystery than anything else.  I thought it would be cool to see fireflies, but I wasn’t sure if they still existed there or not.  Most Filipinos have strong opinions about the sanity of anyone wanting to visit this place, though of course almost none of them have been themselves.  I’ve learned in my travels to filter out the opinions of those who don’t really know what they’re talking about; usually the loudest opinions are offered by those who know the least.  

There is no airport on Siquijor, but it is linked by ferries to various other islands in the southern Visayas:  Negros, Bohol, Cebu, even Mindanao.  Trying to maximize my time in the air and minimize my time on boats, I flew to Dumaguete and then took the one-hour crossing by Weesam Express passenger ferry from Negros to Siquijor Town.  Thanks to Cebu Pacific Air’s seemingly insatiable aversion to adhering to its own flight schedule, I arrived on the island hours later than planned.  But the turquoise and aquamarine waters and palm-fringed coast soothed my soul on sight, and all the troubles and travails getting there were quickly forgotten.

Took a tricycle from the ferry dock to Kiwi Dive Resort.  The motor was one of the loudest I’d ever heard on a tricycle, and I laughed when we passed a clinic with a giant “free hearing test” banner out front.  I thought about suggesting a visit to the driver.  I wanted to get some scuba diving in on this trip, and the Kiwi Dive Resort was the only place I could find that had the word “dive’ in it.  At least that part of the name was accurate, though “resort” is certainly a stretch.  I checked into my “cottage”.  Very spartan, to say the least.  A single weak overhead bulb for lighting.  No hot water for showers.  No soap.  No shampoo.  No desk.  No chairs.  Nothing much inside the tiny room except a hard bed with a mosquito net above it.  I had never slept under a mosquito net before.  While relieved that there was a net, I was simultaneously disheartened that there must be a need for one or else it wouldn’t be there.  I looked up and saw the beams on the high arched roof open to the outside on both ends, so there really was very little separating inside from outside.  Sigh.  Now the net made sense.  Oh well, what can you expect for $12 a night? 

To no great surprise, it was a buggy night.  But the net did the trick for the most part, and only a couple mosquitoes managed to figure out how to penetrate the drooping defensive shield.  Giant mayflies, and even bigger fat geckos (6 – 8 inches long!  yikes) lurked just outside my door, but thankfully none of the bigger wildlife managed to get inside the room while I slept.  At least not that I was aware of.  It was dark after all, so I can’t be 100% sure I was alone…

Aside from one other couple from Europe, I was the only person on the property.  Such is the joy of slow/rainy season travel.  A lone solitary individual seemed to be taking care of the entire place, a young lady who said her name was Eden.  The owners of the property were now on Cebu, leaving her in charge.  At first I was a little apprehensive having to place my trust in the hands of what appeared to be a teenager, but she turned out to be a marvelous concierge.  I wanted to go scuba diving.  No problem.  Phone calls were made, and a divemaster from town soon appeared.  Since the weather was so nice during my visit, I wanted to rent a motorcycle for a couple days and be able to drive around the island.  That too proved easy to arrange; she texted someone and in a few minutes a bike miraculously appeared.  Did I need something to eat?  A surprisingly diverse menu was presented, and I ordered something that sounded good.  A lady of many talents, Eden scurried off in the back to prepare the meal.  

The scuba diving was some of the best I’ve seen in the Philippines.  Visibility was amazing.  It helped that Typhoon Frank had receded further into the past and things had settled down underwater.  We headed to a site called Cedric’s Wall.  Reminded me of some of the famous wall dives in the Caribbean.  The coral wall drops straight down into the depths of the earth, and you just float along the outer edge with the current.  Effortless, really.  Part drift dive and part wall dive, stopping only when something interesting would catch our eyes.  The divemaster Neal was good at pointing out some really tiny things I would have missed on my own, like a pair of minuscule transparent harlequin shrimp less than half an inch in length fearlessly defending their cave from my taunting finger.   But the highlight for me was something I can barely describe.  I’ll have to look up what it is when I get home.  It was slightly larger than my hand, anchored to a rock. Looked like it was part starfish.  Part anemone.  Part coral.  Frankly, I don’t know what the hell it was.  I thought it was coral at first, except it would periodically coil up one of its extended arms into a ball that it would then lower down to the middle part of its mass where its mouth was.  After all the plankton was sucked off, the arm would slowly roll back out into place and the next one would be curled up and pulled in for feeding.  Bizarre.  Further along, we saw several gigantic clownfish.  Most of the clownfish I’ve seen in the Philippines have been an inch or two in size, but these were almost the size of my fist.  Just huge. Also saw tons of the large blue starfish that seem to thrive in Philippines waters.  

Back on land, I enjoyed a nice spicy tuna & onion sandwich, then hit the open road on my new motorcycle.  Not only had no one asked to see my scuba certification card before diving this morning, but now no one asked to see my driver’s license either.  Come to think of it, I never had to show ID or a credit card when I first checked into the hotel either.  This was obviously a very casual, laid back place.  At least there was someone (the owner?) on hand to give me a quick lesson on the workings of the motorcycle, how to shift gears, where the brakes were, and so on.  A handwritten xeroxed map of Siquijor in hand, I was ready to go.  But not before paying heed to the litany of warnings on the paper:  locals do not signal when turning, locals never look before crossing the road, and the like.  My personal favorite was “expect zero road rules from locals.”  Nice.  Thankfully the island has only 81,000 residents fairly evenly spread out, so traffic congestion is not much of a problem.

“Be back before dark,” cautioned Eden.  I looked at her, and she added one single word with a wicked smile, “Witches.”  It was hilarious to see the islanders in on the joke.  I hadn’t said a thing to her about all the insipid warnings from my coworkers, but the locals here all seemed to know full well the reputation their island had.  In fact, they seemed to revel in it.  But despite sticking my neck out as much as possible – so to speak -- no vampires or witches expressed much of an interest in me.  The closest I came to seeing a witch on my circle island tour was at a random roadside café that sold artwork fashioned from wood and coconut husks.  Crucified skeletons, witches on broomsticks, not-so-friendly looking Caspers, and demented fish with evil toothy grins were the fare.  Might as well turn the island’s horrid reputation into a moneymaking opportunity.  I had to laugh.

I motored through some amazing landscapes.  Shimmering green rice fields flanked by coconut palms and banana trees.  Nests of mangroves.  Stray animals streaking across the road at random intervals.  Chickens carefully calculating their odds of survival before dashing out in front of me at the last possible second.  Lethargic dogs with tongues wagging in the heat cautiously threading traffic like pros.  “Goat for sale” signs.  Water buffalo lazily chewing cud.  Goats braying to no one and nothing in particular.  Village dwellings, from rotting wood shacks to breathtaking neo-modern designs and everything in between.

What little traffic there was consisted of motorcycles and tricycles.  Almost no one has cars on the island.  Had to slow down whenever I would approach a village, but otherwise kept up a hefty pace on the open road, one time getting my bike up to 95 kph on a rare straight stretch of road just to see how high I could get it to go.  The island felt small, but it wasn’t that small; it is, after all, large enough to be its own province in the country.  As has been the case almost everywhere else I’ve traveled in the rural Philippines, groups of kids would all shout “hello” in unison and wave as I passed, always squealing with delight if they could coax a wave back from me.  

The Kiwi Dive Resort is on Siquijor’s northeast coast.  At the southwestern end are the island’s more upscale properties, and I popped into a couple of those to check them out while giving my numb rear a chance to get some circulation back.  Much as I longingly contemplated the idea of a hot shower that only places like these could guarantee, after “roughing it” at Kiwi I found the real resorts to be rather sterile.  Everything about them looked artificial.  I enjoyed the natural settings more than any of the structures themselves (no accident that the best beachfront real estate on the island had been where the resorts were set up).  Had a Coke at the Coral Cay Resort with fine views of Apo and Mindanao on the horizon, then moved farther along the coast to the Coco Grove Resort, where I enjoyed a kinilaw lunch (raw fish cubes with chili, onions, vinegar, and other spices).  Delicious, but my mouth was on fire afterwards so had to quench that with another beverage before heading off again.

By now I could see some very threatening looking dark clouds forming far away along the distant horizon.  During monsoon season it rains most evenings here, so this was not unexpected.  For a brief moment I thought it might be a good idea to start heading back, not particularly relishing the idea of getting caught out in the open in the rain.  But the clouds still looked quite a distance away, and I decided I could push on and be back at Kiwi well before things got too out of hand.  I was wrong.

I skirted the south coast of the island, stopping for spell at Salagdoong, reputed to be the best swimming beach on the island.  Took a few photographs there, then doubled back and decided it was time to see something of the interior, where the real mysteries of the island are said to lurk.  I turned inland when I got to Lazi and headed for Cambughay Falls.  Drove along the Poo River for a short while  (yes that’s the real name, these travelogues practically write themselves!) until I got to the official waterfall lookout area.  Had to pay 5 pesos for the privilege of parking in the middle of nowhere.  Oh brother.  Walked down the steep stairs to get to the falls themselves for a nice view.  My guidebook said this is a very popular swimming hole for the locals, but I was the only one there.  What a great way to find peace!  The formerly blue sky was rapidly turning a more threatening color by the minute, so I decided I had better not linger too long and left before I really wanted to.

Hopped back on the bike and continued inland.  Had to downshift my motorcycle as I climbed ever higher into the clouds.  I was near the highest point on the island when it happened:  the skies finally could hold it in no longer and let loose a flood of Biblical proportions.  I was out in the open, and there was nothing I could do but grin and bear it.  At first I cursed my decision to go forward on this circuitous path after seeing the black clouds on the horizon earlier; for some foolish reason I had thought I could outrun them and continue on my nonchalant sightseeing tour.  It definitely wasn’t my most shining moment allowing myself to be in this position, on an open road in the middle of the island with no shelter and no way to escape the deluge.  I just kept getting wetter and wetter as the kilometers ticked off.  And just when I thought I was completely soaked, water found a new path to stream down.  I made a couple panicked stops under some roadside banana trees to try to wait it out, but water still found its way into every pore as I helplessly stood there.  I must have looked like a complete idiot, but luckily there was no one around to bear witness.  And seeing as I had no idea how long the rains would last, it didn’t make much sense to just stay motionless in the elements.  So I decided the hell with it and hopped back on the bike to continue the journey.  I felt like a ship being pounded in the high seas, and as I inched forward I pondered life’s greatest mysteries in an effort to get my mind off the moisture and on to something else.

Question:  what could be worse than being a dripping, soggy mess with no shelter from the elements?

Answer:  being a dripping, soggy mess and being lost at the same time.

Almost none of the roads on Siquijor are marked.  The island isn’t that big so normally this doesn’t present a problem, especially if you hug the coastal road.  But when you’re in the interior of the island and trying desperately to get back to your hotel before the road washes away, the last thing you want to see is a fork in the road with paths leading in opposite directions.  This happened more than once in my mad dash across the interior, and more than once I had to rely on the kindness of locals to point the correct way.  At one such intersection a solitary lady with piercing beady eyes was my only hope for salvation.  I asked which way to Larena, the closest city to where my hotel was (I knew better than to ask her directions to the small hotel itself).  And as she put way more thought into answering what I assumed would be an easy question for her, I caught myself musing how much she looked like a witch.  She really did.  Intense eyes.  Wrinkled skin.  Long nose.  She even had a goofy-looking hat, though I assume she was sporting that to help keep her head dry rather than to show her allegiance to the underworld.  Finally after what seemed like an eternity (could I be any wetter?) divine intervention set in, and her confused apparition melted away into something I could work with.  She motioned to the right side of the fork, and I was off almost before she could finish her sentence.  

Question:  if you stop and close your eyes, is it possible to be so thoroughly soaked that you can no longer tell if it’s raining or not?

Answer:  yes

My eyes weren’t lying; I could see it was still raining hard.  But by now I had reached such a level of total saturation that additional water no longer stuck to my body.  Unexpectedly I felt better because I knew the worst was behind me now as the rain could no longer cause any grander inconvenience.  Even my glasses had passed the point of no return -- so much water had hit the lenses that all the spots just ran together as one now, making it easier to see through a more uniform layer of liquid.  My baseball cap was completely soaked through, so rain merely bounced off of it now instead of seeping through to my scalp.  In that moment of deepest despair, my spirits actually started to lift.  I had reached psychological bottom as I finally made it to the highest physical point on the island.  Now as I began the slow descent back to the northern coast, things could only get better.

I arrived back at Kiwi a few hours after I had started my journey o’ discovery.  As I neared the northern coast the rain stopped, and the island heat & natural blowdrying effect from the whooshing air on the ride back had pretty much aired out my clothes by the time I got there.  Eden asked how the ride was and seemed shocked when I told her about the rain.  “It was fine here,” was all she would say.  Great.  But I still am glad I went.  Got to see the whole island, and of course had quite the adventure doing it.

Had to get up at 4 o’clock the final morning in order to be in Larena in time for the first ferry back to Dumaguete, so I paid my bill after dinner on my final night.  A nice nighttime stroll down the trellis-covered walkway to settle my affairs is my final memory of the place.  The only illumination was a single meandering string of what looked like white Christmas lights overhead.  To me, they looked like fireflies.  Man-made fireflies, to be sure, but the effect was still there.  It really was a nice illusion.  And as for my bill:  everything for the weekend, including my two nights at the hotel, two days motorcycle rental, gas, scuba diving, all my meals, everything combined came out to a whopping $104.  Money well spent if you ask me.

The ferry ride from Larena back to Dumaguete took two hours.  Fast ferries can do the trip in half the time, but I wanted to see what it would be like sailing on something larger.  It was nice to take the slow boat to start out the day.  In contrast to skipping across the top of the water on the smaller passenger-only boats, the slower car ferry was a much smoother ride.  The ocean was flat, and it wasn’t too long before I was flat out myself on a bench sound asleep as well.  In the blink of an eye, we were pulling up alongside the Dumaguete wharf.  The whole trip felt like it had lasted just a few minutes.  I wish all transport was as easy…

