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A time of goodwill for all 
mankind, the Christmas 
season sees aid workers 
volunteering to distribute 
goodies, dressed as Santa! IM
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M
ost guidebooks will tell you that there 

are two seasons in the Philippines: 

rainy and summer. But there is a 

third one, Pasko – the world’s longest 

Christmas season and a national 

obsession in Asia’s largest predomi-

nantly Catholic country.

“Whenever I see girls and boys selling lan-

terns on the street, I remember the child in 

the manger as he sleeps...” I grew up in Metro 

Manila listening to singer-songwriter Jose Mari 

Chan's Christmas in Our Hearts, the Philippines’ 

best-selling album of all time. It’s not unusual 

to hear the well-loved title track on the radio or 

in Manila's numerous shopping malls on the 

fi rst day of September, when the much-awaited 

-ber months offi cially begin, ushering in the 

Christmas season months before most Chris-

tians churches celebrate the birth of Christ on 

December 25.

Holiday mode goes into full swing after All 

Souls Day on November 2, when TV present-

ers, radio DJs and social media celebrities start 

their Christmas countdowns. Only then will 

strings of twinkling lights and the iconic parols 

(star-shaped lanterns) appear inside and out-

side most Filipino homes.

STARRY, STARRY NIGHTS The Filipino 

word for Christmas, Pasko, is derived from the 

Spanish Pascua de Natividad (Solemnity of the 

Nativity). Like Pasko, the parol, which repre-

sents the great star that is believed to have 

shone over Bethlehem when Jesus was born, 

borrows its name from a Spanish word — farol 

or lantern. The form was adapted from the 

star-shaped Christmas piñata from Mexico, a 

remnant of the Spanish galleon trade between 

Manila and Acapulco in the mid-15th to early 

19th centuries. 

The early parols had bamboo frames cov-

ered with papel de Japon (Japanese rice paper) 

and had a candle or coconut oil lamp in its 

hollow core. With the advent of electricity, the 

switch to bulbs was inevitable. In my child-

hood, parols were made from cellophane, with 

crepe paper tails. Now, they are mostly made of 

plastic and the tails are optional. But the best 
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ones are still the dazzling and sturdy parols 

from Pampanga province; these are made of 

coloured shells with lights blinking in delight-

ful patterns like a fi rework mandala. 

It’s not only the parol that traces its roots to 

Spain and Mexico. The ‘300 years in the con-

vent and 50 years in Hollywood’, as we Filipinos 

refer to the Spanish and American colonial 

eras, have given rise to a hybrid culture, where 

local and Western imagery go hand-in-hand. 

The belen (nativity tableau) derives from the 

Spanish tradition of arranging representations 

of the nativity scene. At my family home out-

side Manila, our belen is eclectic, with six-inch 

ceramic statues surrounded by much smaller 

snow-covered houses and even tinier wooden 

fi gurines that would not have been out of place 

in The Nutcracker. 

Some barangays (barrios) hold belen-deco-

rating competitions, but nothing compares to 

Manila Electric Company's gigantic belen made 

of copper wires in front of their headquarters 

– defi nitely a place worth visiting if you are in 

the metropolis at this time.

As in most places where Christmas is cel-

ebrated, the lights are at their brightest during 

this season. Many major roads have lanterns 

complementing the street lamps, and com-

mercial centres have their own thematic decor, 

though some homeowners can easily beat 

the businesses with their ostentatious light 

displays. When I was young, my father would 

drive the whole family around our village every 

December to see the Christmas lights shining 

in the big mansions, similar to the scenes at 

Mandaluyong City’s Policarpio Street, once a 

byword for its brightly lit houses during Christ-

mas, before they scaled down due to the incon-

venience of having too many visitors.

CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT 
Traditional and modern 
characters mix in the belen 
(nativity scene); A vendor 
waits for customers amongst 
Christmas lanterns and 
shellcraft; A drum and lyre 
ensemble plays before 
elaborately decorated 
houses in Mandaluyong.
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Inside my home the decor is pretty exten-

sive. Every placemat and tablecloth comes in 

green and red, there are wreaths on every door, 

and the balustrade of the stairs is wrapped 

with sinamay (woven abaca fi bres). Every bed-

room curtain is replaced with fake pine boughs 

laden with ribbons and balls, and of course, the 

fake spruce Christmas tree is assembled and 

decked with ornaments.

CAROL KINGS & QUEENS A silent night 

in Manila over the holidays is a near-impossi-

bility, as carols are either being played or sung. 

When I was six, I devised a tambourine out 

of soda bottle caps by hammering the metal 

crowns flat, making a hole in the middle of 

each using a nail, and stringing the pieces 

together with wire. Then, I went carolling with 

my friends, going from door to door belting out 

English and Tagalog tunes on our street and di-

viding the money we made amongst ourselves. 

I don't go carolling anymore, but some kids still 

do, along with seminarians, groups of disabled 

individuals and fund-raising organisations 

that still stop by our house every year, usually 

giving advance notice through letters so we 

are prepared to receive them and hand over a 

white envelope with a donation. And if that's 

not enough joyful noise, the neighbours have 

loud karaoke sessions using special karaoke 

microphones with built-in songs – a common 

appliance in Filipino homes – more frequently 

in December than in any other month. 

SEASON FOR SHOPPING During the 

Christmas season, castañas (roasted Chinese 

chestnuts) vendors are out in the streets, stir-

ring nuts and volcanic stones in large woks, as 

Manila's snake-like traffi c jams slither slower 

than ever in the Christmas rush, when shop-

ping becomes everyone’s priority.

During my school days, my family joined 

Christmas bazaars organised by women’s groups. 

These bazaars are popular amongst shoppers 

looking for unique items or export-quality goods 

direct from manufacturers. Our items were 

mostly quilted products but a wide variety of 

items are available at bazaars, from baked goods 

to export overruns of branded garments.

For the average Filipino, the Christmas 

bonus, or 13th month pay mandated by law, 

evaporates quickly as shopping malls extend 

their hours to accommodate Christmas lists 

made even longer by gift exchanges at work or 

in school called Kris Kringle (another name for 

Santa Claus), a Secret Santa event that often 

happens over a few weeks, with a different 

theme for the gift each week.

MASS OF THE ROOSTER December 16 

is the beginning of the nine-day novena Mass 

CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT 
Men dressed as the Three 
Kings parade along a street 
and throw candy to children 
in Manila; Christmas ham; 
Edam cheese

OPPOSITE PAGE Christmas 
fruitcake with sugar icing 
and candied fruits
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Gospel reading. Children in long robes dressed 

as the three kings from the East follow a parol 

pulled by string until it rests over a makeshift 

hut made of straw, bamboo or other local ma-

terials on the side of the altar. There, they pay 

homage to the infant Jesus (represented by 

a doll) cradled by children playing Mary and 

Joseph. In other churches, the manger that 

served as the crib of the infant Jesus is kept 

empty until the mass on Christmas Eve, when 

the statuette of the baby is brought in during 

the entrance procession. 

Christmas Eve Mass is followed by the 

grandest of family dinners, the noche buena. 

The dinner spread may have scaled down over 

the years, but most households still strive to 

have a meal with some of the mainstays, such 

as queso de bola (Edam cheese ball) and hamon, 

another Spanish legacy. This ham glazed with a 

pineapple juice and brown sugar mixture may 

also be substituted with lechon (roasted pig). 

Many of the dishes that are diffi cult to prepare, 

such as embutido (Filipino-style meatloaf), mor-

con (roulade), bulalo (beef bone marrow soup), 

called the Misa de Gallo (Mass of the Rooster) 

held before dawn to accommodate farmers 

who need to be in the fi elds early in the day. In 

the city, the night mass called Simbang Gabi is 

more common, as more city folk are able to at-

tend mass after school and offi ce hours. Many 

attempt to attend all nine masses, in the belief 

that their wishes will be granted. 

Stalls sprout up outside the churches to 

offer yummy delicacies during these masses. 

The most common snacks are puto bumbung, 

a steamed purple glutinous rice cake topped 

with grated coconut and raw sugar, and bib-

ingka, a charcoal-baked rice cake with slivers 

of salted egg topped with grated cheese and 

coconut. Beverages that go with these are 

tsokolate (hot cocoa), tea or salabat (hot ginger 

brew), perfect for warming up cold hands in 

the cooler breezes of the year end, when the 

chilly nights and early mornings give Filipinos 

a good excuse to wear sweaters and boots in 

this tropical country.

THE FEAST ABOVE ALL FEASTS Many 

parishes stage a re-enactment of the journey 

of Jesus' parents, Mary and Joseph, from Naza-

reth to Bethlehem, their search for shelter, and 

their arrival at the manger, where the infant 

Jesus was born. Called the Panunuluyan, this 

ritual originates from Mexico's Posadas. A more 

elaborate version of this is the Maytinis Festival 

that is celebrated in Kawit, Cavite, a province 

south of the capital, where fl oats carry locals 

dressed as biblical characters and the nativity 

story is sung. 

In my chapel, the Simbang Gabi on Christ-

mas Eve includes a dramatisation in lieu of the 

CLOCKWISE FROM 
RIGHT A church lit 
up for Simbang Gabi; 
salabat (hot ginger tea); 
ube halaya (purple yam 
dessert)

OPPOSITE PAGE A 
local artisan crafts a 
parol inside her shop in 
Manila in preparation for 
the start of the offi  cial 
Christmas season
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pastel de lengua (ox tongue pie) and bringhe 

(Pampanga’s version of paella) come out of the 

Filipino kitchen at this time.

Desserts and sweets are just as plentiful. 

These include leche flan (a rich crème cara-

mel), kalamay (rice cake with coconut milk), 

ube halaya (sweetened mashed purple yam), 

sinukmani (glutinous rice cake) and tibok-tibok 

(carabao milk pudding). In my home, there are 

always imported fruitcakes and homemade 

fruit salad made of fruit cocktail, pineapple, 

nata de coco and coconut strips drenched in 

a mixture of cream and condensed milk. My 

mother's special touch comes in the form of 

cheese cubes, adding a little saltiness to this 

very sweet dessert. 

At the stroke of midnight, mobile networks 

would be inundated with SMS greetings be-

tween family and friends, and presents under 

Christmas trees would be opened. When I was 

a kid, ‘Santa Claus’ left presents for me in the 

stocking my mother knitted. Later on, I fi gured 

out that Santa couldn't possibly have the same 

handwriting as my mother, and the presents 

stopped appearing!

RED LETTER DAY Christmas is the best 

time to be a child. On Christmas Day, children 

dressed in their new clothes and shoes visit 

their godparents who give them gifts, or go 

from house to house asking residents for good-

ies, be it food, candy or toys. 

Reunions with extended family are com-

mon, with games for kids, who are encouraged 

to show off their talents in singing and danc-

ing. There may be a lucky draw where gifts or 
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money would be raffl ed off — possibly derived 

from the Christmas lottery practised in 19th 

century Spain, except that everyone goes home 

with a prize. My cousins and I prepare dance 

numbers, and all who are employed contribute 

to a pot of money for the raffl e.

Many families also choose to spend Christ-

mas Day at the park or the cinema to catch 

screenings of the Filipino-language fi lms com-

peting in the Metro Manila Film Festival. In 

the streets, vendors selling birds and coloured 

chicks entice children to part with their aguinal-

do, the money they collected from their elders. 

The atmosphere is calmer after Christmas 

Day, but still festive as many employees take 

time off from work to be with their families for 

the whole week until New Year’s Day.

Until then, there is plenty to eat. Our re-

frigerator would be stocked well into January 

with cakes, desserts and other food gifts from 

neighbours and family friends. Our leftover 

ham goes into breakfast sandwiches, while the 

remaining queso de bola is grated and mixed 

with pimiento peppers to make the rich cheese 

pimiento spread that I love. 

INNOCENTS & KINGS December 28 is 

Niños Inosentes (Holy Innocents Day), or Los 

Santos Inocentes in Spain, their April Fools’ Day 

when practical jokes abound. They say that it’s 

not a good day to lend money, as it is unlikely 

to be repaid. 

The Feast of the Epiphany or Three Kings 

on January 6 officially marks the end of the 

Christmas season in the Church calendar, but 

most houses are still dressed up after that be-

cause of the sheer magnitude of decor to take 

down and store away until the next Christmas. 

Some homeowners even keep their Christmas 

lights intact, only switching them on closer to 

Christmastime.

When the parols go dark and the season 

comes to a close, I look forward to the next 

Christmas for the singing, the laughter, the joy 

and the memories it is sure to bring. Christmas 

is truly in the Filipino heart. And before you 

know it, Pasko will be here again soon. 
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CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT 
Christmas tree shopping in 
Divisoria market; A residence 
on Policarpio Street is decked 
out with Christmas lights; 
tsokolate (hot cocoa drink)

MUST-SEE 
CHRISTMAS 
DISPLAYS
UP LANTERN PARADE, 
QUEZON CITY, METRO 
MANILA DECEMBER 14, 
2015 Fine Arts students 
of the country's premier 
university show off  their 
ingenuity and creativity 
in this annual street 
parade.

GIANT LANTERN 
FESTIVAL, SAN 
FERNANDO, PROVINCE 
OF PAMPANGA 
DECEMBER 19, 2015 
See stunning 20-foot 
giant lanterns blink and 
change colour to music 
in a local competition 
that requires months 
of preparation.

GREENHILLS SHOPPING 
CENTRE, CITY OF SAN 
JUAN, METRO MANILA 
MIDNOVEMBER TO 
FIRST WEEKEND OF 
JANUARY Christmas on 
Display (COD) continues 
the tradition set by 
the COD Department 
Store in the 1950s, 
with a 15-minute show 
with lights, sounds and 
mannequins.

AYALA TRIANGLE 
GARDENS, MAKATI 
CITY, METRO MANILA 
MIDNOVEMBER TO 
FIRST WEEKEND OF 
JANUARY Set to music, 
the popular nightly 
display in the central 
business district fi lls the 
park with thousands of 
multi-coloured lights.

MERALCO LIWANAG 
PARK, PASIG CITY, 
METRO MANILA 
MIDDECEMBER TO 
MIDJANUARY The 
Manila Electric Company 
isn’t worried about its 
electricity bill, and it 
shows! Inventive displays 
make this company HQ 
worth a visit.
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