
A group of forward-thinking 
residents in Camiguin is intent on 
preserving the cultural heritage of 
the island for future generations

By Lorie Ann Cascaro
Photography Estan Cabigas
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but it is still raining on Camiguin as 
Andres Narros Lluch, a tall, bearded 
Spaniard with dark, wavy hair and a 
ready smile, finishes his light breakfast 
of muesli and fruits at one of the island’s 
beach resorts. Born in Burgos, a city in 
northern Spain two hours away from 
Madrid by car, Lluch is a cultural 
researcher in his forties who has lived in 
Malawi, Iran, Chile and Guatemala. But it 
is in the Philippines where he has stayed 
the longest, first arriving in his late 
twenties to lead a three-year Action 
Against Hunger project for fisherfolk in 
Vigan City. He moved on to Camiguin in 
2011 to write about the impact of a 
Spanish-assisted development project 
for his doctoral thesis.

 It has been three years since he 
earned his PhD, but Lluch still has no 
plans to leave Camiguin and return to 
Spain. “To me, Camiguin’s lifestyle 
represents an alternative way of being 

TROPICAL STORM 
SAOLA HAS JUST 
LEFT THE COUNTRY, 
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Andres Narros Lluch; 
the lush landscape of 
Camiguin

and living in a contemporary world where 
nature is contaminated and killed, where 
time is squeezed and stress is all over,” 
Lluch, casually dressed in a plain gray 
T-shirt and black shorts, tells me while 
puffing on a cigarette and waiting for the 
cloudy skies to clear. Lifestyle aside, he 
has other compelling reasons to stay. In 
2015, together with three friends – 
Fermin Alvarez, Marika Lacchin and 
Valerie Asch – Lluch established Kilaha, a 
non-profit group that aims to preserve 
Camiguin’s environment and cultural 
heritage with activities that range from 
beach clean-ups and student outreach 
programs to their most significant project 
so far: working with the island’s 
traditional weavers.  

LOCATED ON THE NORTHERN COAST OF 
Mindanao facing the Bohol Sea, Camiguin 
is the second-smallest island-province in 
the Philippines. A 64km circumferential 
road that allows one to circle the island 
by car in less than two hour outlines the 
area and boasts a picturesque view of the 
surrounding waters. Inland, there are 
seven volcanoes, three waterfalls and 
crystal-clear cold and hot springs worth 
spending a few days exploring.

It’s the island’s spectacular landscape 
that convinced Kilaha co-founder and 
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secretary Asch to settle down on 
Camiguin in 2009 after living in the 
United States for a few years. Like Lluch, 
she immediately felt a sense of 
acceptance and belonging. “I feel at 
home here – Camiguin has a healing 
energy, and other people say that, too, 
about the island,” the soft-spoken Asch 
says when I visit her at Kurma, a free-
diving shop and resort that she runs with 
her husband, Diggi, and where she also 
holds yoga classes. “We want visitors to 
experience the island through activities 
like yoga and freediving. With these 
[experiences] people are able to calm 
down and feel the vibe of the island.” 

When Asch first heard about Lluch’s 
plans to form Kilaha, she knew that it was 
an idea that was long overdue. “If we 
want to preserve the amazing natural 
environment of Camiguin island, we need 
to help co-educate the youth, make them 
appreciate what they have and realize the 
crucial need of taking care of it for future 
generations,” says Asch. “So we 
developed creative and meaningful 
activities to engage them and build their 
leadership skills, such as camps 
harnessing their multiple intelligences, 
and film workshops so they can learn how 
to tell their stories visually.” 

KILAHA MEANS LEARNING AND 
understanding in Kinamigin, an 
endangered dialect originating from the 
Kinamigin-Manobo peoples of Camiguin 
and which today has 10,000 remaining 
speakers. The tribe is also known for its 
weaving tradition, which uses nito, a wild 
vine that thrives on the island, to make 
baskets to store rice, clothes and other 
possessions. Among the original nito 
products, says Lluch, are woven covers 
for jars used to store water. “There was 
no local pottery in Camiguin in the olden 
days, so locals gave a lot of value to their 
water jars. To protect them, artisans 
collected nito vines, split them and wove 
them around the jar. Their work reached 
high complexity and beauty. That is the 
origin of pinikas art."
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“Pinikas is a Visayan term that, in 
English, means sliced. Kilaha adopted the 
term to refer to our local craft – for 
branding and to enhance its market 
positioning,” explains Zita M Abellare, the 
trade promotions officer of the 
Department of Trade and Industry in 
Camiguin. “But the weaving tradition 
itself has been around for several 
generations.” Rescuing Camiguin’s 
traditional weaving style – believed to 
have been passed on by the Manobos 
who were the first settlers of the island 
– is one of Kilaha’s areas of focus. There 
are only a handful of pinikas artisans 
remaining on the island, and Kilaha is 
working alongside them to preserve 
their tradition.

For me, what's more important 
is to pass on our weaving 

tradition and demonstrate
 how an organic material 

like nito can be used

“

”
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Florentino Duran, 
a pinikas maker; various 
pinikas products 
on display

One of these pinikas artisans is 
Reynaldo Escudero, who learned how to 
weave from his late grandmother from the 
highlands of Sagay. “When I was a child I 
used to suffer from asthma. My grandma 
was worried about how I would feed my 
future family, so she taught me how to 
weave so I could have my own source of 
income,” Escudero tells me at his small 
concrete house in the village of Balite – a 
house he built in the mid-1990s when his 
nito handicraft business was still doing 
well. Inside, a pinikas food tray and 
storage basket that he made, now slightly 
worn from constant use, is on display by 
the dining table.

“I may not have become a millionaire 
from weaving for 40 years now, but it has 
helped me gain confidence as an artist. 
For me, what’s more important is to pass 
on our weaving tradition and demonstrate 
how an organic material like nito can be 
used.” These days, Escudero is busy 
teaching his 29-year-old son, Arjay, how 
to weave. “He is the only one among my 
five children who is interested to learn it.”

Over in Catarman, about 18km away, is 
Florentino Duran, another pinikas maker. 
At 75, he still makes handicrafts. His 
younger wife, Emelita Murillo, helps him 
closely when they are not busy 
supplementing their income with farming 
and selling copra. Duran learned how to IM
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weave only 20 years ago, after attending 
a training workshop organized by the 
government. These days, Duran 
specializes in contemporary pinikas 
products like hats, backpacks and 
rectangular table mats that are more 
appealing to tourists, and which he is 
able to sell in Kilaha's 10 partner 
establishments that include resorts, 
restaurants and souvenir centers. 

What makes pinikas handicrafts distinct 
is the way its makers use and manipulate 
the thin and delicate nito vines, which 
grow wild deep in the forests of 
Camiguin. For Duran, it takes a day to 
gather the vines and transport them to 
the lowland. While still fresh, he splits 
each vine into three pieces before drying 
them under the sun for up to two hours 
– those that are not so pliable are first 
softened with water. Duran then 
meticulously cleans the vines of soil and 
dust, before gathering all the fibers of the 
same size. "They are not easy to make. It 
takes many days to finish just one 
product,” Duran tells me. Compared to 
other weaving designs in the Philippines, 
pinikas does not involve painting or 
dyeing the material – its artisans opt to 
display the natural green shade of the 
nito, which eventually turns into a wheat 
color, before becoming a lighter shade of 
brown as the product is exposed to the 
elements and matures. 

TO EXPAND THE MARKET FOR PINIKAS 
and its appeal to younger people, Kilaha 
has collaborated with Escudero and 
Duran on a new line that includes small 
items like wallets, belt bags and 
backpacks, to bigger pieces like side 
tables and chairs. More importantly, they 
make sure that the artisans are paid fairly.

“We want to ensure a fair income to the 
artisans – a profit that brings them out of 
poverty,” Kilaha co-founder Lacchin tells 
me the night before catching a flight to 
Venice, Italy, where she grew up and 
studied how to become a goldsmith. Like 
Lluch and Asch, she has made Camiguin 
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Valerie Asch, one of the 
co-founders of Kilaha

The Beehive and 
Island of Honey

It’s hard to miss the funky 
interiors of this café, where 

tree stumps, shells and 
corals fill up every available 
space. The owners not only 
plant and roast their own 
coffee – they also bottle 

their own honey and make 
gelato from scratch. fb.com/
the-beehive-and-island-of-
honey-1658679694363312

Hayahay Café

Owned by a local vegan, this 
spot in Mambajao district is the 
place to go for a healthy meal. 
The white walls and wooden 

tables add a hipster touch, but 
the most photogenic items 

here are the beautifully plated 
dishes, which range from 

smoothie bowls and hummus 
to eggs shakshouka. fb.com/

hayahaycafesacamiguin 

Nypa Style 
Resort Camiguin

The Italian couple behind 
this resort – located in the 

middle of a mahogany forest 
in Mambajao – has been living 
on the island for eight years, 
serving up homemade pasta 

and Western-Asian fusion 
cuisine to guests. Non-guests 
are welcome, but be sure to 
call a day ahead. fb.com/

nypastyleresort

E AT,  S N A P  A N D  P O S T
Camiguin’s popular eateries serve up both good food and ambiance
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Our ultimate goal is 
to see the people of 

Camiguin directly take 
charge of preserving 
their culture and the 

natural beauty of 
the island

“

”
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One of Camiguin's 
breathtaking waterfalls

her adopted hometown since 2012. “I 
needed a change, to live in the beauty of 
nature and lead a simple life. So, I left my 
country with my dog and I started a new 
life on Camiguin. I worked as a restaurant 
manager here and I found the people to 
be very lovely. They have a special smile 
and are able to face life’s events in a 
strong and courageous way that still 
surprises me until now,” she adds.

Before the artisans started working 
with Kilaha, Lacchin explains, they were 
making just one-third of the minimum 
wage. “Today, they are paid a minimum 
salary of P300 a day – and pinikas 
products usually take more than a day to 
finish. This fair wage allows them to focus 
on production.” Lacchin hopes that by 
offering fair compensation to the existing 
artisans, more people will see it as a 
viable livelihood. She also hopes to help 
ensure the trade's survival by finding a 
market base in Europe. “I myself am an 
artisan and a lover of local traditions, so I 
know how important this is,” she adds.

IT IS ALREADY NOON WHEN IT FINALLY 
stops raining and Lluch starts cycling to 
his home in Mambajao, Camiguin’s 
biggest municipality, two kilometers 
away from the resort. As we reach the 
entrance to his house, Tambok, one of 
Lluch’s three local dogs, runs toward him 
and licks his outstretched hands. His 
outdoor living room in the veranda is 
adorned with items he’s picked up from 
his travels in the Philippines – a colorful 
Badjao woven floor mat from Davao, a 

pareo from Iligan that he uses as a 
blanket, a wooden statue made in Ifugao 
province that he bought in Vigan City and 
pinikas products from Camiguin. Together 
with his Kilaha co-founders, Lluch says he 
wants to give back to the island that has 
given him so much.

"I believe bringing people together is a 
big need in Camiguin. We’re going to 
keep on trying in many ways – from 
grassroots participation to getting some 
funding and support to ideas and 
projects – and see where we go. Kilaha’s 
ultimate goal is to see the people of 
Camiguin directly take charge of 
preserving their culture and the natural 
beauty of the island.” 

Website: philippineairlines.com

Facebook: fb.com/flyPAL

Reservations (Manila):
+63 2 855 8888

PAL flies daily between Camiguin 
and Cebu.

Swingaround tour package:
swingaround.philippineairlines.com
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