
Alona Beach, 
Panglao.
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                  Bohol, despite its nature, culture and perfect beaches, lingers under 
                                               the mass-tourism radar. S t e p h a n i e  Z u b i r i  hits the sands, braves 
the spirits and explains why it’s just the place you’ve been looking for.

Pure
Philippines

 P h o t o g r a P h e d  B y  F r a n c i s c o  G u e r r e r o



churches, sleepy tranquil rivers and 
even cute indigenous primates—it’s 
all here. 

I fIrst came to Bohol In  
2005 with a rowdy pack of French 
friends from my student days in 
Paris. We rented small motorcycles 
and zipped through the dirt roads 
and coconut groves of Panglao 
Island, stopping randomly to visit a 
small old church or to play with the 
local children. We rode bamboo rafts 
down the Loboc River and island-
hopped, enjoying freshly grilled 
seafood on the beach with our hands, 
cooling off our salty, sunburns with 
icy local beer. 

I also had my first scuba 
experience: each of us with our own 
dive master guiding us through the 
shallow coral reefs of Balicasag 
Island teeming with marine life. 
Parrotfish danced around as if part 
of an underwater Brazilian carnival, 
with brightly colored anemones 
swaying to the tidal beat. It was 
nothing short of spectacular. Today, 
Bohol still remains a fantastic dive 
destination, with less crowded sites 
up on the Anda Peninsula.

On this early morning drive in 
that direction, I received a call from 
Fred Carmona, owner of the 
boutique resort Amun Ini and a 
family friend, insisting that we stop 
by for breakfast. “I can’t believe 
they’re sending you off on a tour 
with empty stomachs,” he protested. 
But in the middle of coffee he 
stopped his conversation short and 
pulled out his binoculars. “Dolphins. 
Look out there.” A pod of 20 or so 
dolphins was swimming around a 
small dive boat a few hundred 
meters off the private beach. “Get the 
zodiac ready, I’m going out there,” he 
announced. “You, French girl,” he 
called out to one of the hotel guests 

who had been having breakfast. “Do 
you want to see dolphins?” Within 
seconds they were off.

This is a testament to the healthy 
state of the nature in Bohol. Much of 
the island is still untouched by mass 
tourism, particularly up north, 
where Anda boasts of a long white 
beach with crystal waters. Quinale 
Beach is stunning, with only a few 
locals and children swimming in the 
distance. The Anda Tourist 
Information Center sits right on the 
shore with bay-view windows 
looking out the turquoise Bohol Sea.

From there we took a short drive 
off to the mangrove forest that 
serves as a gateway to Lamanoc 
Island. A 300-meter bamboo stilted 
walkway led us through thick 
mangroves. As soon as we entered, 
the glowing green canopy 
surrounded us in calm. Our guide, 
Forteng Simbajon, stressed the 
importance of these mangroves in 
protecting from typhoons. “Many 
towns were saved from tidal waves 
because of them,” he said. “If you’re 
caught chopping down mangroves, 
you will be punished.”

We boarded paddleboats and 
Forteng went off ahead on his own, 
like a spiritual guide leading the 
way. As we approached the island, 
we quieted down. The air was still, 
broken only by the soft whoosh of the 
oars cutting through the water and 
enchanting birdsong calling from 
the gnarled trees. It was as though 
we had crossed into the realm of the 
supernatural, reminiscent of the 
ancient Philippine Manunggul 
burial jars, where a boatman 
shuttles the dead to the afterlife.

The small island has multiple 
caves, some of which have primitive 
art and ancient burial jars and 
coffins dating back to pre-colonial 
times. Each has its own individual 

It’s early morning as we touch down 
and a water buffalo strolls by. I’m 
definitely no longer in Manila. From 
the airport, the winding coastal 
road is sublime with the soft and 
hazy early morning light turning 
everything we pass into an 
Impressionist landscape. To my 
right are fishermen trolling for their 
first catch of the day, punting on 
ink-blue waters that are back-lit by a 
silhouette of coconut trees. To my 
left are quaint towns set against 
green hills, the verdant color 
deepening, becoming more vibrant 
as the sun rises. Children race 
across rice fields on their way to 
school, and every so often an old 
limestone church or neo-colonial 
town hall blurs past. “This is exactly 
how the Philippines should look,” I 
think. “Exactly like Bohol.”

In the Central Visayas, it’s the 
tenth largest island in the 
Philippines, surrounded by about 75 
smaller islands. But Bohol is often 
bypassed for the country’s flashier 
tourist spots such as Palawan or 
Boracay. Most international visitors 
to the Philippines come for the 
promises of powder beaches and 
friendly people, and as they sip on 
their cocktails in beautiful resorts 
they are, in many cases, segregated 
from any cultural heritage. This can 
make the Philippines seem a less 
exotic destination than neighboring 
countries. One major obstacle is that 
so many of the cultural and 
historical wonders here are difficult 
to access.

Herein lies the beauty of Bohol, a 
4,821-square-kilometer province 
home to some of the best the country 
has to offer. Pristine white-sand 
beaches, great dive sites, a lush 
picturesque countryside with 
strange topography, thriving 
communities, centuries-old 

   The runway is lined wiTh 
                swayIng coconut trees 
        and lush green hills. 
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Inside a villa at Tarsier 
Botanika. clockwise 
from left: Dive prep at 
Tarsier; paella at Amorita 
Resort; strolling Amun Ini 
in a Bhig Buda bikini.



atmosphere—some sun-soaked 
bleached and jagged, others dark, 
damp and mysterious—all of which 
seemed otherworldly. The limestone 
combined with the natural 
formation of stalagmites and 
stalactites created grotesque 
creatures frozen in the rocks that 
would perhaps only come alive at 
night when no one was looking.

Forteng had asked us to be 
respectful of the island, bidding us 
to take “not even one shell or one 
leaf.” He also warned the camera 
crew with us that some areas 
shouldn’t be filmed, and not to blame 
him in case they see any anomalies 
in the footage. I felt transported by 
the mystical folklore. The shaman’s 
cave is supposed to be of particular 
import here, and I felt a lighter, 
uplifting energy walking towards it 
through butterfly-filled vegetation. 
“This is where the babaylan believe 
that the diwatas and spirits reside,” 
Forteng explained, telling us of the 
local shamans’ annual rituals and 
offerings to appease the spirits. “I’m 
Catholic so I don’t make offerings, 
but I do respect the spirits and I 
know they are there,” he said. “I’ve 
often felt their presence.” Lamanoc 
Island and Forteng are living 
testaments to how ancient cultural 
practices are still very much alive. 

By the time we finished our tour 
it was mid-afternoon. Time for a 
cold beer, then a dip in the pool. But 
Fred threatened us: “I’ll call your 
father and tell him you did an eat-
and-run.” So we savored what 
turned out to be one of the best 
meals I’ve had in the Philippines in a 
long while—fluffy eggplant gnocchi 
and a fresh take on a local favorite of 
crispy deep-fried pork knuckles 
served with flatbreads, hummus, 
slaw and a tangy yogurt sauce—
cooked by Fred’s daughter, Adrianne 
and her husband, Josh. By the time 
we left the Anda Peninsula it was 
dark. Night fell on the island like a 
heavy cloak, its weight pressing on 
my eyelids. The long drive back to 
Panglao Island was exhausting and I 
was starting to regret the Anda day 
trip, wishing I had carved out the 
time to stay overnight.

As soon as I arrived at Amorita, 
those regrets washed away with a 
cold glass of gooseberry-tinged 
sauvignon blanc. After checking into 
a minimalist-chic villa, with a pool 
overlooking a large garden and the 
sea, I indulged in a massage before 
turning in. As my body relaxed, my 
mind veered in and out of 
consciousness, dreaming of 
butterfly-filled enchanted islands, 
empty paradisaical beaches and 
dolphin-filled waters. Despite the 
fatigue, that long drive to Anda was 
worth it, giving me a glimpse of 
what life is truly like here.

Bohol is a living island, with real 
people who live real lives and not 
some gussied-up make-believe 
touristy sideshow. Even on the more 
developed Panglao Island, amid all 
the resorts, Korean-run dive shops 
and Italian restaurants, there are 
still pockets of real people. I passed 
small pre–World War II homes with 
carved wood and capiz windows, 
roosters and chickens in the garden, 
a rice paddy and coconut groves, 
children cooling off with a pail and 
some water, splashing and laughing. 
Everyone smiled, and seemed to 
truly appreciate life—a sentiment 
coupled with a certain serenity and 
wisdom that stems from tragedy.

In October 2013 an earthquake of 
a 7.2 magnitude struck Bohol. From 
roads to residences, the earthquake 
destroyed almost everything, 
including most of the beautiful, old 
heritage churches. Just as those 
living in makeshift tents and refugee 
camps were recovering from the 
damage, super-typhoon Haiyan hit. 
The province was devastated.

“We were so sad when our church 
crumbled after the quake. We were 
really in tears,” said our tour guide, 
Bohol native Amy Fiel Jones, from 
Maribojoc, giving voice to the 
centrality of the place of worship in 
this very Catholic, very conservative 
region, where even the smallest 
town had its own old church.

Today, Bohol is in full recovery, 
the local government building new 
infrastructure and restoring the 
churches. Among residents, there is 
a sense of pride in their history and 
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Catching rays at Amorita 
in a Dusk Resortwear 
cover-up, Bhig Buda 
swimsuit and Studio 
Bohemia necklace. 
clockwise from right: 
Santo Nino Anda Church; 
Stand-up paddleboarding 
on the Loboc River; dawn 
over the Chocolate Hills;
fresh grilled salmon,         
at Tarsier Botanika.



The deTails

GETTING THERE 
Bohol's Tagbilaran Airport is a 75-minute 
flight from Manila. Flights are available on 
local carriers Philippine Airlines and Cebu 
Pacific, and Air Asia. From Cebu, you can take 
a 90-minute speedboat shuttle to Bohol. 

AcTIvITIEs
Tourism Office boholtourismph.com
Baclayon Church The second oldest stone 
church in the Philippines. Baclayon; free entry 
to the church, entry fee to its museum, P50.
Chocolate Hills It takes about 90 minutes to 
get from Panglao to Carmen, home of the 
hills' viewing deck. All the hotels can organize 
tours for you, but a private countryside visit 
taking in the hills, the Loboc River and Bilar 
manmade forest costs about P4,000 for two.
Firefly and Fox Skip the crazy floating 
karaoke restaurant and opt for a more 
athletic and peaceful experience. Loboc River; 
suptoursphilippines.com; P800 for a one-hour 
stand-up paddleboard river tour.
Lamanoc Island This untouched, mystical 
island is a great kayaking and cave-hopping 
day trip. Anda; 63-91/7324-5917; P300 per 
person for entry fee, guided tour and boat trip.
The Philippine Tarsier and Wildlife 
Sanctuary Learn about the tiny primates 
native to Bohol on this 134-hectare forest 
where they roam in abundance. Corella; 
tarsierfoundation.org; P60 for a guided tour.
 
HoTEls
Amun Ini Anda; amunini.com; doubles from 
US$275. 
Amorita Panglao; amoritaresort.com; doubles 
from P8,000.
Ananyana Panglao; fb.com/
ananyanabeachresort; 63-38/502-8101; 
doubles from P9,460.
Astoria Bohol Baclayon; astoriabohol.com; 
access exclusive to Club Astoria or AVLCI 
members; doubles from P12,000.
Eskaya Beach Resort & Spa Panglao; 
eskayaresort.com; villas from US$395.  
Tarsier Botanika tarsierbotanika.com; 
garden villas from US$300.

for this reason. Here it’s a relatively 
straight shot from airport to bliss.

Which, of course, is why it’s so 
important to protect Bohol’s fragile 
ecosystem. The famous Chocolate 
Hills are indeed still beautiful but 
apart from a postcard souvenir 
photo from the viewing deck, 
visitors can no longer walk or hike 
on the rolling mounds. Tarsiers are 
also being protected with The 
Philippine Tarsier and Wildlife 
Sanctuary in Corella offering an 
experience to see the tiny primates 
in their natural habitat. Sustainable 
development seems to be top of mind 
for the local government, which 
plans to develop Anda and other 
parts of the province to help 
decongest Panglao. 

I’m hopeful that the slow- and 
responsible-growth model will yield 
quality rather than quantity tourism 
options based both on the resorts I 
have visited and the food I have 
eaten. Bohol has some lovely dining 
that caters to a more discerning 
tourist. From Amun Ini’s creative 
take on local flavors to Amorita’s 
emphasis on fresh ingredients done 
well, from the simplest of grilled 
seafood by the sea of which Eskaya 
does a luxuriously wonderful job to 
the rich and roasted traditional 
dishes coming out of Astoria Bohol’s 
wood-fired brick oven, there’s some 
good grub in Bohol. One of my 
favorites is Tarsier Botanika, with a 
stunning cliff-side property and fine 
linens, perfect for a more dressed-up 
occasion. The wine list is fantastic 
with a good rosé selection, and a 
delicious chocolate mousse.

The food at Emma’s place was no 
different: spicy gambas, a great 
paella and a flamed mango-and-
squash soup. As we sat quietly on the 
lounge chairs, sipping our wine, the 
sun set, the last rays peeking out 

from the horizon, turning 
everything a powdery shade of 
purple. The tide had gone and the 
shoreline seemed to go on for a 
glassy eternity. Two boatmen were 
getting geared up for the evening 
catch, their lamps shining like 
orange fireflies. There was that 
peaceful island slowness again. The 
breeze. The water. The company. The 
joy of just being. Emma broke the 
silence. “This is pretty much how I 
end my day, every day.” Sounds 
perfect to me. 

cultural heritage. As opposed to 
parts of the country where the 
prevailing sentiment is the newer 
the better, here the past is identity. 
Traveling through the countryside, 
you notice that even the new 
structures eschew garish modernity 
and are built in a throwback, more 
restrained neo-colonial style.

“I thInk Boholanos are 
more reserved in general,” Emma 
Gomez, Ananyana’s proprietor, told 
me. “They’re more subdued, gentler 
and I feel like they are truly sincere 
in their warmth and kindness. 
That’s one of the reasons why I made 
Bohol my home.” Emma is originally 
from Manila and has moved around 
from Cebu to Barcelona and 
everywhere else in between. She 
bought Ananyana as a vacation 
home in 1998 without the intention 
of running a resort, but as friends 
kept coming to visit and bringing 
more visitors she slowly expanded to 
what is now a 13-room boutique 
hotel, where no one bothers with 
check-in and all the staff know all 
the guests’ names. “With more 
rooms, I wouldn’t be able to have 
that kind of personal service.” 

Emma, who like Fred and his 
family, lives here full-time and has 
seen the Bohol tourism scene grow 
over the past two decades. “I won’t 
lie, some of my friends and I kind of 
feel like it’s starting to become too 
much,” she said. “We came here to 
hide from the craziness of Cebu and 
Manila.” There is an undercurrent of 
fear of over-development as the local 
government is migrating the new 
airport to Panglao Island. 

This accessibility has always been 
one of Bohol’s assets. My previous 
trip to the island, I was seven 
months pregnant with a toddler in 
tow and had chosen Bohol precisely 

No one bothers 
with check-in, staff 
know guests’ names
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A Two Chic Manila dress fits 
right in at Ananyana resort. 
clockwise from above: A 

perfect pair at Amorita; 
Amorita's service with a 

smile; in the Loay town port.

http://www.boholtourismph.com/
http://www.suptoursphilippines.com/
http://www.tarsierfoundation.org/
http://www.amunini.com/
http://www.amoritaresort.com/
http://www.tarsierbotanika.com/

