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                                                  Two Handmade Baskets

In 1990, my family and I visited my maternal parents in a Philippine village called Evangelista from our house in Baguio City. I was only seven years old, innocent and naive. It was a year that began full of observance and learning. 

It was May of the new year, and the weather in Evangelista was hot, yet breezy in the afternoon because my grandparents’ house was surrounded by mango trees and their house was in a large area near rice fields. That same afternoon, we arrived at their house, and all the elders were outside playing bingo under one of the mango trees: my grandparents, my parents, my uncles, and my aunts. The children, including me, were all playing in my grandparents’ front yard, chasing each other and sweating so much our clothes were wet. I ran so much that I had to make a quick stop inside the house to drink a glass of water. 


After I drank, I headed toward the front door of the house to resume playing with my cousins and our neighbors. Just before I opened the front door, I noticed an elderly man smoking dried tobacco leaves with a pipe. He was sitting in a wooden rocking chair as he watched the kids play outside. He had on a ragged, light blue T-shirt and dark blue pants with black slippers. It was odd because I had never seen him around the house. Suddenly, he looked at me with the pipe in his mouth. He was skinny and old. He had light brown eyes and his face had many wrinkles. His head was nearly bald with a few gray hairs still standing. He called me to come near him by moving his hands and signaling me to walk toward him, like a traffic officer signaling pedestrians that it is safe to walk across the street. Though I was scared to see a stranger inside my grand- parents’ house, I was curious to know who this person was. "I'm your great-grandfather," was the first thing he told me. I was shocked and speechless because I didn't know that I still had a living great-grandfather. I asked him for his name, but he did not respond. It was then that one of my cousins, Carol, came inside the house and told me that our great-grandfather had a hearing problem because of his age. "Just call him Amang (great-grandfather)," said my cousin Carol, because she did not know his real name. I found out from Carol that Amang was the father of my maternal grandmother.

While my aunts and my grandmother were preparing dinner that night, I asked my Lola (grandmother) why I did had not seen Amang when my family and I arrived at their house. She told me that her father usually rests in his room during mid afternoon and he comes out during sundown to watch the children play outside on the front lawn. She also told me his name: Glacerio Castres. After her response to my questions, I began to observe Amang for the next few days to see if he really did the routines that my Lola had described, and she was right. I observed that Amang would sit in his rocking chair around six o’ clock every morning and wait for the bakery man to deliver our pandesal (bread). He would only eat his pandesal with coffee for breakfast, and then he would go out in the backyard to feed the chickens. After he fed the animals, he would go back inside the house and rest in his room until lunch was ready. Soon after lunch, Amang usually made baskets under the mango tree outside. He would then return to his room to smoke tobacco, followed by a nap until sunset or until he was awaken by the loud yelling and giggling sounds of the children playing in the front lawn. I did not know why I decided to observe Amang’s daily routines, but I had a feeling that it would impact my life someday.

Soon, the month of June came, which started the beginning of the school                             

year. Since we no longer had a maid in our house in Baguio due to a shortage of money, my parents told me to stay with my grandparents and attend Evangelista Elementary School with my cousin Carol. Every day when school started, Amang still managed to do his daily schedule. He was the first person in the household to wake up early in the morning. He was always the one who made our coffee by boiling the dark, dried coffee seeds that he harvested in the farm. After making our coffee, Amang would go outside in the backyard to feed the chickens and roosters by scattering the grains in the ground. When he finished feeding the animals, he would return to his room and go back to sleep.


Each school day around eleven o'clock in the morning until one in the afternoon was our lunch break. My cousin and I would walk for fifteen minutes from school to our Lola's house to eat lunch. Each time we reached the house, Amang would  be in the bamboo bed near the dining table. He would smoke dried tobacco leaves in his pipe before eating lunch with me and Carol. A few minutes after eating lunch, Amang would walk, holding his cane in his right hand, to a chair under the mango tree, sit in it, and start on his hobby: making baskets or other household items out of bamboo. I can still remember the day when I asked him to make me a basket for my class project. "I'll have it done when you come home from school," he said, but I didn't believe he would finish so quickly because of his age. 

After I put my backpack in my room, I went to the mango tree and saw Amang once again smoking dried tobacco leaves. In front of him were two medium-size, beautifully crafted baskets. He told me that both baskets were for my class project, even though I only asked for one. He told me that, "The extra basket might give you extra points." I couldn't believe that he had plenty of time to make me an extra basket! He was even considerate enough to think of my extra points. I was so amazed and astonished, but at the same time I felt guilty because I had underestimated his abilities simply because he was old. After I thanked him, he asked me to hold his left hand and walk with him to his room so he could rest. "It has been a long day. Did you believe me when I told you that I would be finished with your project by the end of the day?" he asked, but I just laughed because I knew that I had not believed him at all. 

In his room, he told me stories about his experiences when he was one of the soldiers who fought against the Japanese in Bataan, Philippines during World War II from 1941-1942. He told me that the surroundings of my grand- mother's house was nothing but a rice plantation during the war, and the house in which they were living in at the time was a simple hut made of bamboo trees. Amang also told me that he and his fellow soldiers would hide in the forest to kill the Japanese who wandered around at night. I was overwhelmed by his stories. I was just learning about Philippine history in my class, yet here he was in front of me telling his own experiences of the war. It was unbelievable. I had no idea that he was a veteran hero! I felt proud of him for fighting for our country. I realized then that Amang remains strong because he was active during his early youth. That day when he made my two handmade baskets and told me of his experiences as a soldier, were the most memorable moments I spent with Amang, my great-grandfather.


Unfortunately, six months after that precious day we spent together, Amang started to get sick. He kept coughing, and sometimes he coughed out a tiny bit of blood. He became so weak that he no longer made our coffee in the morning or even fed the chickens and roosters in the backyard. He didn't eat much anymore, nor did he eat lunch with me and my cousin during our lunch break from school. However, he still had enough strength to walk with his cane, sit in the rocking chair to watch us play in the front lawn, and managed to smoke tobacco, even though he knew he was very ill. From the moment he became ill, my grandmother would always tell him to stop smoking because it would make his condition worse, but his response was always, "I have to enjoy my life while I'm still alive."


One Saturday afternoon, I noticed Amang was not in his rocking chair smoking tobacco. Suddenly, I got goose bumps for some reason and quickly ran inside the house to see where he was. I found Amang on the bamboo bed near the dining table gasping for breath. When he saw me, he reached out with his right hand. I sat down beside him in the bed while holding his hand, but I had no idea what was happening. He was whispering words to me, but I couldn't figure out what he was trying to tell me because he was gasping for his breath even more. I was so scared that I called for my grandmother to come. When she saw his condition, she started crying and then she told me to run with my cousin as fast as we could and tell her brothers and sisters (who were all living nearby) that Amang was dying. Soon, when all his children were around his bed side, Amang died. He was ninety-eight years old. I didn't see him die because my grandmother told my cousin and me to stay outside the house. 



That day I learned about death. Although I was only seven years old, I now understood that Amang would no longer smoke tobacco leaves in his pipe while sitting in his rocking chair and watching the neighborhood kids and me play. Even though I knew him for only one year, I am glad that I had the chance to see my great-grandfather and spend time with him, especially the day he made my two baskets--one for extra points. His words have remained with me since his death. His words inspire me to aim high in all my endeavors by doing "extra" work. 

