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How To Get There

Most visitors arrive on the 
Philippines archipelago by plane 
at any of the major airports at 
Manila, Cebu, Clark (Angeles) 
and Davao. If you’re planning 
on island hopping, be sure 
to get an open-jaw ticket, 
where a popular option is to fly 
into Manila and out of Cebu. 
Regional airlines like SilkAir 
(www.silkair.com) provide open-
jaw tickets. 

When To Go

There are festivals and fiestas 
year round in the Philippines, 
varying from one city to another. 
From elaborate Christian 
pageantry and celebrations 
honouring the pineapple to 
street dancing carnivals and 
reenactments of the Spanish-
Moorish wars, there’s ample 
fodder for your digicam. Bear 
in mind that heavy rain and 
typhoons plague the country 
from June to October.  

Accommodation

The Peninsula Manila is a top 
choice in terms of safety, service 
and cleanliness – and it’s right 
smack in the heart of busy 
Makati (www.peninsula.com). 
Alternatively, try the residential 
chic appeal of G-Hotel Manila by 
Waterfront (www.g-hotel.com.
ph). In Cebu, Las Flores (www.
lasflorescebu.com)provides the 
perfect hideaway from the rest 
of the world. 

Attractions

▹ In Cebu, admire Magellan’s 
Cross and Basilica Minore 
Del Santo Niño (www.
basilicadelsantoninodecebu.org.
ph), one of the country’s best 
churches. Then take off to a 
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nearby island to enjoy a  
quick dive. 
▹ Fly into Manila and visit 
Intramuros, the capital’s oldest 
district, situated along the Pasig 
River and Rizal Park, one of the 
rare open spaces dedicated to 
monuments of its national heros.
▹ Take the 10-hour bus ride 
from Manila to gorgeous Vigan, 
a World Heritage Site known for 
its colonial architecture. Wander 
through the old Mestizo district 
and go for a spin in a horse-
drawn carriage.

Food

▹ Illustrado, General Luna Street, 
Intramuros, Metro Manila (Tel: 
+632-527-3674). Elaborate 
Spanish and Filipino food in 
a traditional Spanish house 
setting. 
▹ Patio Guernica, 1856 Jeorge 
Bocobo Street, Malate, Metro 
Manila (www.patio-guernica.
com). This half-century-old 
Spanish eatery serves favourites 
like paella and steaks. Try the 
francescano (deep fried ice 
cream) and end off with coffee 
that’s brewed with Spanish 
brandy. 
▹ Kamayan, Glorietta 3, Ayala 
Center, Makati, Metro Manila 
(+632-892-8897). A restaurant 
with a regular cult following 
who remains loyal to its famous 
dinner buffet spread of Filipino, 
European and Japanese food.  
▹ Patio Isabel, Old Banilad Road, 
Banilad, Cebu City (Tel: +6332-
231-6075). A great, inexpensive 
choice if you want to sample 
Cebu’s excellent seafood.

Information
Philippines Tourism 
www.tourism.gov.ph
Cebu City Tourism 
www.cebucitytourism.com

Currency

The Philippine currency is the 
peso (P). As at March 2009, P 100 
= US$2.10 or €1.64.

Visit the National 
Museum of the 
Filipino People and 
marvel at treasures 
from ancient Spanish 
shipwrecks and 
passionate anti-
colonial art. 

01. The paintings on 
the ceiling of Basílica 
Minore Del Santo 
Niño in Cebu City 
depict Filipino natives 
alongside Spanish 
conquistadores.
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American War which began in Cuba spelt the end of Span-
ish rule as the Philippines was ceded to the US. But hopes 
of a Republic were soon dashed when the Philippine-
American War broke out, claiming the lives of more than a 
million Filipinos over 12 years. Plans for independence were 
interrupted by World War II, and only materialised in 1946.  

Since then, the country has been trying to find its foot-
ing in an untidy climate of corrupt leaders and democracy 
acts. The memorable 1986 People Power Revolution saw 
millions link arms on the streets to defy the hated Ferdi-
nand Marcos regime, but instead of a common direction, 
the county’s political situation got messier. Today, the 
country is still struggling to advance and rise above its 
turbulent past. 

With so much bloodshed in the course of Philippine 
history, there has been considerable anti-colonial senti-
ment, which is still very much relevant today. A wide range 
of literature documenting colonial treatment serves as an 
important reminder of the effort and sacrifice Filipinos  
made to liberate their country. There are also various 
monuments that should form part of every interested visi-
tor’s itinerary, like the Rizal Shrine in the Intramuros district 
of Manila, dedicated to the country’s greatest nationalist 
hero, José Rizal, executed by the Spanish in 1896. 

Whatever the ugly shadows cast by the tumultuous 
colonial past, most Filipinos will surely not begrudge the 
Spanish legacy of the Catholic faith. As the numerous 
fiestas and religious holidays seem to suggest, that at least 
is cause for celebration.

Heroes and Holy Houses
The Philippines is nothing short of inspiring landscapes, 
world-class beaches and colourful festivals, but to discover 
the route of the Spanish colonialists, one must venture 
where they did to experience the bits and pieces of history 
left behind. 

Fly first to Cebu City and walk along the coast where 
Ferdinand Magellan arrived centuries ago. Visit Magellan’s 
Cross, which is housed in a stone rotunda that was built in 
1841, and witness the earliest evidence of colonial treat-
ment – a painting on the ceiling that shows locals working 

as Magellan looks on. Next, head to Basílica Minore 
del Santo Niño, one of the country’s holiest churches, 
which has miraculously survived three fires. If you need 
a breather, make a detour to Mactan Island or any of the 
nearby islands for a quick dive session or two. 

As you go north to Manila, you’re heading where 
the Spanish resettled base after Portuguese pirates 
forced them to move away from Cebu. Your first stop is at 
Intramuros, the oldest district in Manila, which is situated 
along the Pasig River. Intramuros, which means “within 
the walls” in Spanish, is a city structure surrounded by 
high fortifications and moats that were built to protect 
the Spanish government from rebellions and maraud-
ing pirates. It was the heart of the military, religious and 
political power during the colonial era and housed many 
schools and famous churches like the early 17th-century 
San Agustin Church, the only church in the walled city 
left undamaged by the end of World War II. Don’t miss 
Fort Santiago, which includes a memorial to national 
hero Rizal, who was imprisoned here before his execu-
tion. Trace his final footsteps through bronze footprints, 
symbolic of the walk from his cell to the execution site.

Elsewhere in Intramuros, the Casa Manila will give 
you an idea of opulent living in the 19th century. The 
project initiated by the controversial Imelda Marcos is a 
restored Spanish colonial home full of antiques from that 
era – though you won’t find any displays of her thousand-
plus pairs of shoes. Also take the time to visit the National 
Museum of the Filipino People and marvel at treasures 
from ancient Spanish shipwrecks and passionate anti-
colonial art. 

To round off your colonial experience in style, take 
the 10-hour drive by bus along the scenic Ilocos Highway 
to Vigan. The city, a designated World Heritage Site, is 
probably the best surviving Spanish colonial town in Asia, 
and you’ll find no shortage of stately ancestral houses 
built using a mix of Asian and Spanish architectural 
styles. Ride a kalesa horse-drawn carriage through the 
cobblestone streets of the pretty Mestizo district. You’re 
sure to spot some interesting religious reproductions 
in the antique shops – perhaps a figurine of Jesus with 
outstretched arms, a fitting symbol of peace reminding 
visitors that the time of conquest and exploitation in the 
Philippines has passed.

02. The ornamental 
garden of San Agustin 
Church in Intramuros, 
Manila,  the oldest 
church in the Philip-
pines.
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