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The second of Altavas

The second?  Second what?  Second coming, second place, nine seconds, and Ascorbic acid second (just joking)?  Speculations about the title that I placed will surely creep into everyone who will read this.  For that, it’s time to clarify this.  The subject of this article is only the second ever person from Altavas, Aklan to have studied in the University of the Philippines-Diliman (UP).  His second-ever status comes into play if their surnames are arranged alphabetically.  He is regarded there as a small town hero.  But in UP, he is simply called Junell Gregorio.

24th of July 2005, around 10:00 o’ clock in the morning:  A man in a blue Baleno T-shirt and maong shorts came to me and greeted me with a smile.  Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who received that treatment.  This guy greets everyone in a happy note.  

That could very much be Gregorio’s embodiment:  simple but intelligent, happy but with problems.  I would learn more about this as our interview session went along but not after the song “To Love Somebody” by Michael Bolton.

As this song was played in our background, he just can’t help himself but sing.  He was singing his hearts out, from the deepest base to the highest treble, while tapping his lap as if it were drums.  It was this jolly and accommodating image that he portrayed to me all afternoon.  And he credits that to his happy childhood.

Born in Barangay Ginictan, Altavas, Aklan on the 29th of May 1984, he is the second among the four offspring of and Gregorio.  Though he told that they are poor, they were nevertheless a happy household.  And in this view, he just can’t forget the fun-filled memories of his childhood.

Altavas is a small sixth class municipality found between Roxas City and the rest of Aklan.  This piece of land is inhabited by approximately 26,000 people who live by trading and selling commodities to nearby towns, cities and provinces.  It seems as if modernization hasn’t conquered this place yet for there are no industries in the town and their Poblacion or plaza, according to him, is no bigger than the UP Diliman Academic Oval.  Yet the rich natural resources in Altavas are their lifeline for survival.  Geographically, terrains dominate Altavas.  It is considered a gift by the townspeople and thus, they cultivated these abundant farmlands to produce rice, corn, root crops and vegetables.  Their bodies of water also provide them with a rich marine life that is theirs to protect and gain profit from.

Altavas’ grandest fiesta is the Ati-Atihan Festival.  Gregorio explained that every town in Aklan has its own version of the said Festival only that the one staged in Kalibo is the most popular.  Usually, the Altavas rendition of the Ati-Atihan is done a week after the Kalibo spin-off.  

People survive by means of subsistent economy meaning they only buy or look for food that will last for that day only.  This is why their only town market is always packed with buyers and market sellers alike.  He happily said that you could meet a lot of people in Altavas as long as you roam through the market.  The market is near the plaza, the municipal hall and the church:  a sign of influence of the Spanish rule.  

Just like any other town, Altavas also has its political clans:  the Refols and the Mayors.  These two clans do not kill one other but they compete by the tenants of their huge farmlands.  The more tenants one clan has, the bigger their chances of winning the election.  As of the moment, the mayor of the town is from the latter clan although there are members of the former clan who hold positions in the local government of the town.

It was this Altavas that became Junell’s playground during his formative years.  It’s lands he and his friends have used for patintero, taguan, habulan and agawan base.  Its rivers and ponds he has swum in.  Gregorio will never forget his childhood for it was one of the happiest moments of his life.  During the morning, he swims against the waves of the ponds, streams and rivers of Altavas.  In the afternoon, he plays with his friends social Filipino games such as taguan, habulan, patintero, tumbang preso and a lot more.

It was also here that he learned a lot of things like looking for bird’s nests, taking care of carabaos, plant crops and an activity he and his folks called “higam”.  Higam is the activity wherein they dive for crabs, shrimps and fishes.  This is done usually for personal consumption for fishermen in Altavas use fishing nets.

At an early age, Gregorio has shown a tremendous amount of intelligence that has been matched only a few times in Altavas.  He attributes this to the fact that he reads books in advance.  While he was still in Grade 1, he was already reading Grade 4 books.  When he was in Grade 4, he is already breezing through the pages of Grade 6 books.  But though he continues to be at the top of his class and he garners awards from almost all inter-school contests, he still has his own share of flaws.

First, he was always late when he was in grade school.  The distance between their house and his school makes this possible.  Gregorio compared the distance with a round in the Academic Oval.  He wakes up at 6:30 in the morning and flag ceremony starts at 7:00.  Gregorio remembered that he rarely makes it into the flag ceremony but his teachers couldn’t penalize him for he was one of the brightest students in that school.

Second, he is very talkative.  But then again, his mentors cannot punish him for this because he is practically the best in every subject there is.  His father is the one who gives justice to him.  Gregorio recalled an incident wherein his father did not accept his grade of 95.  As a young child, he cannot understand why his father wasn’t happy of a high grade that only he has ever received.  His father was happy about the grade of course but he wasn’t proud of the fact that behind the report card, it was written in the remarks that “your son is intelligent but talkative”.  I have interviewed a handful of people from UP who know Junell as a classmate, a friend and a co-worker and it seems that a consensus has been voted upon:  he is a very talkative person.

Third, he is not much into sports.  He said that he could practically do anything except playing sports.  It is one of the domains he is not good at.  He admits that though he plays volleyball, his skills are just for playing sake.  He is an avid sports fan though.  He follows PBA Basketball Games when he still was a kid not on the television but on the radio.

And fourth, 

Since Altavas can be considered a place that time has somehow forgot, it is a town wherein the transistor radio reigns supreme as compared to the cathode ray tube or the so-called television.  When not playing with his peers, Junell finds enjoyment listening to basketball games and dramas on the radio.  As a basketball fan, he was a fan of the Purefoods Tender Juicy Hotdogs, especially of Alvin Patrimonio.  But since Patrimonio has already retired, he is now a fan of the Ginebra Gin Kings.

He reminisced those days that his ears are glued onto the radio and the announcer describes the play-by-play happenings of the game.  Since he always heard Patrimonio scoring or dribbling the ball or passing it to a teammate, he became a fan of “The Captain” without knowing how he looks like.  And with 596 consecutive games played, over 20000 career points, six conference championships and a PBA-record four Most Valuable Player awards, who wouldn’t be a fan of Captain Lionheart?

When there are not hoop wars televised on the radio, he is entertained by the so-called “movies for the ears”:  the radio dramas.  Though he hasn’t been doing this for a long time, he still remembers the time slots of these dramas.  He revealed that the first wave of these dramas run from 9:00 until 11:30 in the morning.  The second installment of these ear shows are being aired from 2:00 to 5:30 in the afternoon and the third set of the tear jerking or laughter-eliciting dramas can be heard from 6:00 to 8:00 in the evening.  The gaps in between are allotted for news and public affairs programs.

Since these dramas are in the vernacular, Gregorio considered this as a venue for the development of his Hiligaynon speaking skills.  Among his favorites are “Urbanong Bugtot,” a radio drama with a story similar to that of “The Hunchback of Notre dame” and “Mona,” which has a cult following in Altavas.  Junell said that the following of Mona is like that of telenovelas.  This radio drama is aired at 10:00 in the morning and it is about an ugly and black girl named Mona who has touched the hearts of many men.  Beautiful women serve as villains in the story.

Junell finds entertainment in these programs for its funny that the actors have to tell everything that they have to do like “Heto’t papatayin na kita” and “Ayan patay na ako!”  Also, it stimulates your imagination.  It is the same as painting an image portrayed in a book into your head.

Aside from radio dramas, he also listens to music variety shows in the AM band.  His favorite among the class is “Harana”.  It is a show wherein artists play Ilonggo folk songs.  It is being aired on Sundays and he took notice of this only when he goes back to Altavas.  He is intent on recording these folk songs and pass it to his future offspring and grandchildren.

Because of this, he is deeply saddened by the lack on interest of the youth on these radio dramas.  He said that it is a great part of our culture and the youth shouldn’t let the tradition die.  For the love of these dramas, he took up Broadcast Communication 101 (Basic Radio Principles and Techniques) and Speech 160 (Basic Radio Technology) as some of his subjects here in UP.  He did this to help revive the radio drama industry.

Gregorio admits the fact that radio cannot compete with television in most parts of the country for the Filipino people prefer something visual than something audile.  Yet in his future plans of revitalizing the radio drama industry, he knows a lot of rudiments when it comes to competition.  And for that, he cannot help but thank his high school years for the nature of competition that was instilled in him during those times.

He graduated valedictorian in grade school and he continued on that note when he was in high school.  He continued to collect high grades from his teachers.  He has also brought home a lot of awards for extemporaneous speech contests and quiz bees.  His most notable achievement is bagging second place at an inter-region extemporaneous speech contest. He is also active in a lot of high school organizations at the Altavas National School.  Yet, his naughtiness continued and still, his teachers couldn’t get a hold of him.

He learned to be competitive during those years for he thought that he has to lessen his pranks and that high school is the springboard to college.  Nevertheless, he said that he didn’t study hard but he graduated as salutatorian.  At first, he couldn’t believe his ranking for apparently there was one student who was more intelligent than him.  He added that in that instance, his ego won over him.

It was also in high school that he felt that Journalism was the field he is really good at.  He thought that it was a world wherein no one can beat him for someone has already taken his throne in the realm of extemporaneous speech contests.  His love for writing intensified when he was named the most promising opinion writer and sports writer in a Journalism seminar he has attended when he was in second year high school.  The said seminar was sponsored by the Philippine Information Agency and the student delegates came from Region 6.

It was this desire to excel in Journalism that made him write Journalism as his second choice of degree in his University of the Philippines College Admission Test (UPCAT) application form, his first being Applied Physics.  As for his second choice of campus, he wrote in UP Visayas with Broadcast Communication and Chemistry as his first and second choice of course respectively.  From their school only 19 students took the exam and only two of them passed, he and Rey Celis who was a monthly finalist of ABS-CBN’s “Star in a Million”.

Whooooo! Yes!  Hahaha! Hooray!  Wait, what is happening here?  People are cheering and screaming their lungs out.  What could the premise possibly be?  Junell was shocked by the recent turn of events that he decided to check out what was going on.  It turned out that the San Antonio Spurs had just defeated the Detroit Pistons, 91-84, to clinch the NBA Championship.  The Spurs were regarded like heroes by their home crowd.  And in this note, I remembered earlier the way people treat him when he goes back to Altavas after a year of academic ordeals.

As soon as it was known that he passed the UPCAT, he became an instant celebrity.  If he didn’t make it, he told that he would have taken up Veterinary Medicine at Aklan State University.  Everyone greeted him as if he was a movie star.  But he knew he has to handle this to show that he hasn’t changed.  When he arrives from UP, there are no fiestas for him.  No cattle are butchered; it was just that everyone is hyped for his return.  When he is back home, he has to deal with the requests of his friends and relatives.  When a friend invites him to dinner or a drinking session, it is hard for him to say no for people would think that he has become egoistic having been a student of UP.  In simpler terms, he said, he had to put go down the ladder to socialize with these people.

When he’s back in UP, he is an ordinary student.  He had his deal of grades of Incomplete and 5.0.  Junell wanted to experience these things in order for him to say that he has experienced it all in college.  He would have loved to file for a Leave of Absence but he felt that he was the only chance of his family to rise from the rags and so he had to graduate in the earliest time possible.

In college, his characteristic of being competitive is not present in him anymore.  He felt that he has proven everything when he was in grade school and high school and college is a training ground for the real life.  And being a UP student, Junell is confident of his credentials.

He is a member of the Voice of the Youth-UP (VOTY-UP) and the UP Silak Brotherhood.  Voice of the Youth has been recognized as a university organization only last year although it has been present years before.  This organization is intent on information dissemination for youth empowerment.  He is a founding member of the organization upon recognition and was the one who wrote the organization’s constitution.  He also revealed that VOTY has ties with other organizations in other universities and colleges and with the National Youth Commission.

On the other hand, Silak is a recognized fraternity in UP.  He narrated to me that during the initiation rites, he just thought that the paddle that is smacking his body is same as the bamboo pole that his mother uses to spank him when he was a child.

He has received an awful lot of those when he was young.  He has his share of naughty deeds that include stealing fruits from neighbors, playing pranks, breaking drinking glasses and poking his friends with sharp objects.  He clarified though that those were things of the past and he doesn’t do those thing anymore.  He is intent on focusing on the present and his future.

As of present, he is the secretary of the Narra Residence Hall Council and a private tutor at the Alexandra Condominium near the Tektite Towers in Ortigas Center in Pasig City.  He is teaching JP (15 yrs. old), Jonathan (12 yrs. old) and Raya (10 yrs. old) Esteban who are first cousins of Rica and Paula Peralejo.  He is teaching them Araling Panlipunan and Filipino for the three are Filipino-Americans who obviously know a little about those two subjects.  Junell shared to me that their father, a graduate of Ateneo de Manila School, wanted them to be Ateneans as well.

He started as a tutor in the Athena Tutorial Center at Kingsville Subdivision, Antipolo City.  He was already teaching various subjects to children ages 9 to 13 when the director of the tutorial center migrated to Vienna and thus he became a private tutor.  It was his friend, Ryden Callueng, a magna cum laude graduate from UP who referred him to the Estebans.

As for his chosen profession, he has spent his internship at the Capiz Times where he has contributed a handful of articles and an opinion column titled “Rayter-Rayteran”.  He didn’t fully like the experience for the said paper is like a mouthpiece of the local government, having been owned by Roxas City councilor and businessman Mark Anthony Ortiz.

As for his thesis topic, he chose to do an historical study about the development of the Filipino komiks industry from 1980 up to the present.  He chose to do a study an it for they had a collection of these komiks back in Altavas.  A signal number three typhoon about a decade ago destroyed all of their komiks collection.  He also feels indebted to these komiks for he learned to read and write Filipino due to these komiks.  

In his thesis, he wanted to know what happened to the Filipino komiks industry in terms of readership and komiks orientation.  He felt that from the decline of the komiks in the 1980s up to the present, there is a big gap about the decline or the development of the Filipino komiks industry.  He also chose to do a historical study for most thesis studies about Pinoy komiks have been content analysis.

 He is intent of being the mayor of Altavas in 20 years time.  He wants to serve his townspeople and he wants to bring Altavas out of its status.  He also wants to help his friends who he deemed that will not have any future in Altavas.  He told me that most of them have already been by-standers in the streets of the said town.  After being mayor, he will not run for any public position anymore but he wants to engage into socio-civic organizations.

Come to think about it, his life is centered in love:  love for his people, love for his friends, love for his family and relatives and love for himself.  Now I see that it is just appropriate for him to like the song “To Love Somebody”.  Who knows?  Maybe that somebody could be you.      

