
MEMORIES OF TACLOBAN 

News of the typhoon in the Visayas islands took me back, in memory, to a 

visit to Leite, in June 2002, on my 65th birthday. The occasion was the 

inauguration of officers’ new quarters in Cantamuak 

With Commissioner Robin Dunster, the Territorial Commander at the time, 

we travelled by air to Cebu, met with the Divisional Leaders, Majors Romeo 

and Evelyn Alip, and continued by boat to a little bamboo pier in Southern 

Leite, where I bought a birthday celebration meal for the four of us at a cost 

of 80 pence. From there we went on, by Jeepney, to Cantamuak.  

It was hot and sunny and we laughed a lot at the sight of ourselves being 

transported from the pier on tricycle drawn vehicles, at the bulging muscles 

of our drivers coping with the weight and baggage of such heavy “aliens”. We 

were perplexed at how to respond to the invitation to use twin toilets in one 

room at the bus station. On the long Jeepney journey we were intrigued by 

the friendly openness of our fellow travellers who carried buckets of fish, 

chickens and a large basket of bread that rested conveniently on my lap 

throughout most of the journey.  Major Alip sat calmly opposite me with his 

Bible open, quietly engaging in evangelising a young person beside him. 

Major Evelyn plied us with refreshments and wet wipes and anything else she 

thought we might need in those cramped conditions. This was the beginning 

of a beautiful friendship. 

Cantamuak is a small community and when we arrived at the Corps, most of 

it seemed to be gathered there under a large draped banner announcing: 

“Happy 65th Birthday Lieut.Colonel Edna Williams”.  There are no secrets in 

the Philippines about age, or in fact about  marital status and the rationale 

for that status. Take a Jeepney ride in the provinces and in no time the 

secrets of a whole life may be exposed! 

In Cantamuak we held meetings, inaugurated the quarters, met the Mayor of 

the community and so many more, ate roast pig, and finally moved on to 

Tacloban from where we would fly back to Cebu the following day. The 



officers’ quarters there was too small to accommodate us for the night so we 

booked into a minus five star hotel where one second hand toothbrush was 

laid out in the bathroom for us to share! The sheets looked “second-hand” 

as well, but we survived!  Major Alip decided that I had not exceeded my 

budget on the 80 pence birthday meal and remarked that a new MacDonald’s 

restaurant had been opened recently in the town. Consequently we ate that 

night in the new establishment. 

On the way back to the hotel, walking through narrow dark streets, I noticed 

dozens of tiny copper coins on the ground. They were centavos, worth very 

little, but I bent to gather them, thinking that the Divisional Commander 

could surely put them to good use. Soon some small street children joined 

me.  I thought nothing of this until they came and put their coins in my 

hand. Little ragged, hungry children put the coins into my hand and ran off. 

Something happened in my heart and head in that moment in June 2002. 

Another memory had been triggered. 

When we arrived back in Manila I took out an old journal of travel on the 

Congo river that I had written in August 1999. The journey was to Bandundu 

in the Democratic Republic of Congo. The last paragraph of the record 

included this:                                      

”The town is in darkness, apart from one or two buildings served by 

generators. It doesn’t matter ……our oil lamps will do as well …. We’ll take 

our bucket bath and sleep under a net without fear of “crawlies” falling on 

us. That night I have a very vivid dream. I am with a crowd of people 

searching for coins. Everyone is picking up little brass coloured coins; it 

seems to be some kind of competition. Then I hear a voice saying: “There is 

treasure just where you are!” I look and see a box of real treasure. I try to tell 

the others but no one has time; everyone is too busy picking up little brass 

coins. Then I see a large register in which must be written what we have 

found. I wake with the feeling that I have within me a treasure.” 



At this very moment these strange events come to mind. I am thinking of the 

little children in need who put the coins into my hand and who were my 

treasure that night. I pray that they may have been spared by the typhoon 


