SAN NICOLAS, PANGASINAN –

LEARNING THE LESSONS OF ITS HISTORY

By Honorable Victor O. Ramos

(Speech of former DENR Secretary Victor O. Ramos before the 2ND San Nicolanians Grand Reunion at the Gold Coast Hotel and Casino, Las Vegas, Nevada, USA 

on November 10, 2007. In the same occasion, he was conferred an 

Award as “Most Outstanding San Nicolanian”)

Significance of this reunion

Allow me to first thank my classmate Manuel S. Mejia for the honor of speaking before you tonight. I appreciate this opportunity to meet long lost friends, classmates and old neighbors.

 Let me also congratulate the organizers for the big turnout. As I looked around, I realized that this event signifies two things: First that we have traveled far and have done well with our lives. When was it when all we wanted was to be able to take the Pantranco and travel to Manila. After a few months in Manila, we wanted to be able to take the jeepney to Quiapo on our own. That would then comprise a milestone in our rural life – that we have made it to the city.

Now we are luxuriating in the oasis of excess and entertainment known as Las Vegas. We have arrived!

The second significance of this occasion to me is that we are here because we are all the successful products of our small hometown. We have come this far because of our small town values and traits of honesty, hard work, self-sacrifice, thrift, perseverance, caring for family and the love of education. 

We are a town of migrants

Small towns like ours impose strict accountabilities. We are forced to be honest because we have always been accountable to our neighbors. We are afraid to fail because so much is expected of us in a town where everybody knows everybody. So we learned to persevere. Such traits have forged for us a strong character. We are like that lonely tree standing on the hill. Its trunks have been bent but it has survived the storms of its existence. I am sure you have felt like that solitary tree on many occasions as you faced the many challenges as migrants here in America. When things seemed to be desperate and your back was against the wall, you must have realized that you could still summon an extra reservoir of strength.  When you have lost everything else, you are still left with that exquisite gift of character that comes from your childhood upbringing in a small town like San Nicolas.

From hindsight, we can now look back and see a better outline of our lives. From a distance, we can also now see the forest from the trees.

Unlike neighboring towns like Tayug, Sta. Maria and Rosales where large haciendas dominated their landscapes, our town comprised of small landholders and professionals. That’s probably one reason why we have always looked outside our town for better opportunities.

We are descended from a tradition of mass migrations as portrayed in F. Sionil Jose’s epic Rosales novels. Two hundred years ago, our forbears left the hard life of Ilocos to seek new life toward the south. Our founders, the Nicolas Patricio y Mejia clan, came from San Jacinto, one of the first three towns to be established in Pangasinan. In the case of our family, we left Ilocos Norte, settled for a few years in San Juan, La Union, then moved on to Binmaley and finally to San Nicolas. It was a journey that involved four generations. 

This propensity to seek greener pastures is an indelible heritage. That’s why in the 1920s many of the first migrants to Hawaii and California came from our town. They worked on apple orchards and pineapple plantations. One of the legends in the annals of labor unionism in America came from our town. His name was Larry Itliong. Without Larry Itliong, there would not have been a hero like Cesar Chavez for whom a highway is named in California. This was revealed to me by Marshal Ganz, a classmate in Harvard who was a close assistant of Cesar Chavez. It was Itliong who magnanimously offered the leadership of the farm workers union to Chavez. That gesture allowed the two largest ethnic groups, Filipinos and Mexicans, to rally behind one leader. This allowed them to negotiate better wages and workers benefits from the plantation owners.

Today, our biggest contributions to America are our doctors, nurses and caregivers. We are proud of their work here. They are showing that we are no longer living primitively on trees. We have produced highly competent and caring health workers. I am glad that the producers of “Desperate Wives” have corrected the misimpression caused by their popular TV show, thanks to pressures exerted by Wesley Rollolazo and company.

I am also proud to say that the high caliber of professionals from our town can easily outshine that of neighboring towns. Not only have we produced world-renowned health workers, we have highly respected Cabinet officials, generals, lawyers, accountants, teachers and many other quiet and effective workers in both the public and private sectors.

Life as a surging river
In the West, life is often portrayed as a vast surging river. It starts from the fecundity of springs high up in the mountains. As the waters join up with the others, they gather force to surge forward as it traverses mountains and valleys before reaching the sea. The story of our town may be expressed in the same metaphor.

San Nicolas was one of the first towns to be established in Eastern Pangasinan. When our forbears joined up with the Kalanguyas or the native inhabitants of the Caraballo mountains to establish our town in 1810, they were confronted with one problem after another. The most pressing problems that the pioneers faced were the frequent incursions of outlaws. Here, we should give due credit to the Mejia clan for providing the strong leadership required during our pioneering years. They ruled for the first 100 years up to 1912, led and organized the town folks to eventually subdue the outlaws.

After the outlaws came a series of calamities – recurrent floods and earthquakes, two big fires razing the whole town, famine, cholera and small pox epidemics and the two wars – the Philippine-American War and the 2nd World War.

We are told that the stories that every generation tells itself define their character as a people. The stories about these life changing events left us stronger and more determined as a people. We have shown that faced with challenges, we have a track record of overcoming every problem that came our way. For this reason, we must never forget to look back and pay homage to those who have served our people well in its history.

First, we remember those who stuck their necks out to support Gen. Emilio Aguinaldo when he stopped in Tayug for a few months to gather more forces before traversing the Villa Verde trail to Palanan, Isabela. The American forces of General Funston were pursuing him during the Philippine American War. These katipuneros taught us that no one else could love our country more than our own people.

Second, we remember the farmers who joined Pedro Calosa in 1931 to protest the excesses of the landed aristocracy in Tayug town’s El Porvenir Hacienda. Calosa gathered his forces in San Nicolas, commandeered a Pantranco bus in Barrio San Roque and drove to the Philippine Constabulary headquarters in Tayug. Calosa was a wily tactician. Before the bus arrived, Calosa sent a beautiful woman to seduce the guard at the Philippine Constabulary camp. So when the rebels arrived, the gate was wide open. The surprise attack allowed them to get all the guns in the armory. Fully armed, they proceeded to the municipio and burned the office that stored the land titles. But reinforcements from the PC headquarters in Dagupan forced them to take refuge in the thick walls of the Catholic Church in Tayug. Calosa managed to escape.  Most of the rebels were massacred. But their agrarian protest known as the Colorum Uprising caught the attention of the nation and put our town in the historical map. 

Third, we remember the guerillas that made life difficult for the Japanese invaders during the Occupation. The largest guerilla force in the province during World War II was based in our town under the generalship of Miguel R. Acosta. History tells us that the Japanese rattled Malaya, Singapore and Indonesia like matchsticks. But they faced their most difficult resistance from the guerillas in the Philippines.

Our town became the locus of the war when General Yamashita, the “Tiger of Malaya” and “Butcher of Southeast Asia”, followed the path of Aguinaldo half a century earlier. He holed himself up in the Caraballo with the plan to also reach Palanan where he would be picked up by Japanese submarines off the coast of the Pacific Ocean. This plan was frustrated by the delaying tactics of guerillas in Eastern Pangasinan. Because of this blocking action by the guerillas, he was still in Kiangan – far from the Pacific Ocean -- when the Americans arrived. The First Corps of the US Army closed his path by moving to Sta. Fe, Nueva Vizcaya through the Dalton Pass. But it was the 32nd Division of the US Army or the Red Arrow Division that was given the task to capture him by taking the short cut to Kiangan via the Villa Verde trail. 

The Army Division was called Red Arrow because it had the reputation of piercing every difficult line of defense, starting with the famous Hindenburg Line during the 1st World War in Europe. But the Red Arrow soldiers found that the Yamashita Line of Defense in Villa Verde was the most difficult challenge they have ever faced. The Japanese had the advantage of placing their machine guns on Hill 508 (perhaps in Salacsac) that overlooked the trail. They were practically looking down the throats of the Americans. To appreciate the ferocity of the battles, listen to the story of Pfc. Thomas Atkins, a farm boy from Campobello, South Carolina.  On the predawn hours of March 10, 1944, the Japanese ambushed Atkins immediately killing his two comrades. Alone and badly wounded in the leg, Atkins continued to fire back from his small foxhole until he ran out of his 400 rounds of ammunition. So he crawled to his camp to get more ammo. He was not allowed to go back because he was badly wounded. While he was being treated, he noticed that he was being pursued by the enemy. He grabbed a nearby gun and shot them dead. The morning found 45 bodies around Atkins’s foxhole. For such bravery, he was given the Congressional Medal of Honor – the highest honor given a soldier by the USA. 

Red Arrow lost 916 men while the Japanese sacrificed 9,600 of their warriors. The Cabalisian River turned red with the blood of these soldiers. We must remember that where you now reside in America, there was an American boy who shed blood in our town.

We give credit to Dr. Mariano Mejia and the other founders of Red Arrow High School for recognizing the bravery of these sons of rural America who made the ultimate sacrifice in our town by perpetuating the name of Red Arrow. I am even more proud of the fact that I am an alumnus of Red Arrow High School.

Looking back, giving back

While Western culture portrays life as a river, we in the East like to look at life as a tranquil pool. A pebble is thrown on that pool causing a ripple to move in waves to the edge. Then the same wave returns back to the center.

This view of life points to the more reflective nature of Asians. We would like to know how the events in our lives have affected others. In the process, we would like to know what lessons we can learn from them.

The lesson from our history tells us that whether we like it or not we are connected to the events of years past. The reason why we stand tall today is because we are standing on the shoulders of our old heroes. As beneficiaries of this great heroic tradition, we owe it to ourselves to give back.

It is for this reason that I am proud of the many missions that your organizations have done for our town. For instance, your medical missions provided major surgeries that otherwise would not have been afforded by our poor town mates. We also appreciate your backpack projects for the barangay schools, donations in cash and in kind and many other acts of philanthropy. You have given our poor town mates a sense of hope. Very reassuring to them is the feeling that you care.

My role today is to remind you about other urgent needs of our poor town. I refer to the dramatic deterioration of public school education in the town. A recent test showed that among the best students, they could only answer correctly 6 out of  10 questions in Math, Science and English. Natividad is a bit higher at 7 out of 10 but still failing. Among the poorer students, they could only answer 3 out of 10 questions. (The same score for both San Nicolas and Natividad.) A recent test also showed that as many as 65% of grade school graduates can read but do not understand what they are reading. Without a good grounding from the start, futures San Nicolanians simply have no chance in this increasingly globalized world.

To solve this, we have to invest in better training for the school teachers. Thanks to the donation of the San Roque Multipurpose Dam, a special training is now being conducted. The project will cover a period of three years.

The other great need is the lack of available training in livelihood systems. Many prospective workers would need training in skills that could help them find better paying jobs in the Philippines or abroad. Easily employable skills are in great demand, like knowledge of computer software such as Photoshop, auto cad, word processing, spreadsheet and other computer applications. Other skills like Commercial Baking, Advanced Cake Decorating, Western Food Cooking, Basic Nursing, Reflexology and Arts and Crafts would be useful. Communication skills like Composition and Correspondences, Basic Marketing and Salesmanship. It might be a good idea to convert a portion of the Red Arrow High School compound into a learning laboratory for the teaching of such knowledge and skills.

With the advances in computer software, it is now possible to teach these courses from where you live here in America. All we need is to organize volunteers from your ranks and the students in San Nicolas.

Conclusion
In closing, I recall the story of a rich entrepreneur. He was getting old and already past retirement but he has no heirs to take over the business. He decided to select his successor from among his middle and top managers. One day he called all of them to his office and told them his plan to retire and to give the business to one of them. He spread on top of his desk a pile of seeds in varying shapes and sizes. He explained: “Choose a seed, plant them in a pot, nurture it and bring it back to me after three months.” 

They got all excited and chose their seeds very carefully. The following weeks were replete with stories about how robust their seeds have been growing, how beautiful the flowers turned out to be. But for Jim, it was a nightmare. His seed did not germinate whatever he did. He watered, mixed fertilizer, moved the pot in the shade then returned it to a more lighted location. Still nothing happened. 

The day came for the presentation of their plants. Jim wanted to absent himself to save himself his embarrassment but his wife insisted that he present the pot even without a living plant on it. Reluctantly, he followed his wife’s advice. To his horror everybody laughed at him as he placed his lifeless pot together with the fully grown and beautiful plants of his colleagues.

The Boss entered the room and noticed the fully grown plants and the solitary lifeless pot. He asked who owned the lifeless pot. Jim stayed at the back and wanted to hide but decided to sheepishly raise his hand. “Come forward,” the Boss summoned Jim. 

To the astonishment of all, the Boss announced that Jim will inherit the business. The Boss explained: “All the seeds that I gave you were boiled long and hard. There was no chance for them to germinate and grow. But Jim was the only honest one to come forward with the truth.”

The message that I want to leave with you is that our hometown has planted the seeds of honesty and good character in each and every one of us. Let’s use them not just to improve our personal wellbeing but, as Loida Lu prayed earlier, to allow the least endowed in our town to have their own chance in the world. 

Thank you and goodnight. 
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