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THE PHILIPPINES: HIGHLANDS TO ISLANDS

with Jonathan Hodgson
15 days Created on: 16 Mar, 2026

Day 1 Arrival in Manila, Philippines

We arrive in the Philippines, where more than 7,000 islands stretch between the South China Sea and the Pacific Ocean. Few nations have
been so thoroughly shaped by geography: scattered across maritime trade routes, open to successive waves of influence, yet fragmented
enough that older ways of life endured even as empires came and went. The result is a rare cultural fusion—Indigenous traditions persisting
alongside Spanish Catholicism, American institutions layered over Asian foundations, regional languages coexisting with a shared national
identity.

Arrival and transfer to our hotel; this evening we gather for a welcome dinner.
Overnight in Manila

Included Meal(s): Dinner, if required.

Day 2 Manila: City Touring

Manila provides an essential introduction to the Philippines. As one of Asia's oldest colonial capitals, it reveals how Indigenous foundations,
Spanish rule, and American planning combined to shape the modern nation. Our sightseeing begins at Rizal Park, dedicated to national hero
José Rizal—poet, physician, and novelist whose execution by Spanish authorities in 1896 helped spark the independence movement. His
death transformed him from critic into martyr, galvanizing Filipinos who had begun questioning three centuries of colonial rule.

We continue into Intramuros, the walled city that served as the political, religious, and military centre of Spanish power. Massive stone walls
nearly seven metres thick protected the seat of colonial administration, built by forced Filipino labour beginning in the 1590s. Visits include
Fort Santiago, where Rizal spent his final days before execution, Casa Manila with its recreation of 19th-century aristocratic life, and the
bastions of San Diego overlooking the Pasig River. The destruction wreaked here during the 1945 Battle of Manila—when these walls
became a battlefield between American and Japanese forces—remains visible in shattered stonework and rebuilt churches.

After lunch (included today instead of dinner), we contrast this colonial past with New Manila, driving along Roxas Boulevard past gleaming
towers and the Cultural Center complex—legacies of post-independence nation-building. We conclude at the American Memorial Cemetery,
where more than 17,000 graves mark the Philippines' strategic role in World War Il and its enduring ties with the United States.

Overnight in Manila
Included Meal(s): Breakfast and Lunch

Day3 Manila-Bataan Peninsula

We leave the capital behind and travel to the Bataan Peninsula, where geography and history converge with particular force. Narrow
peninsulas, jungle-covered hills, and coastal plains channelled the course of battle here in 1942, turning this region into one of the Pacific
War's most significant—and tragic—battlegrounds. American and Filipino forces, already weakened by months of siege and dwindling
supplies, made their last stand on Bataan before surrendering to Japanese forces in April 1942.

Our tour includes Mount Samat and its memorial shrine, dominated by a cross visible for kilometres around. The memorial honours the Battle
of Bataan and the combined Filipino-American forces who fought alongside one another against impossible odds—outnumbered,
undersupplied, weakened by malaria and starvation, yet holding out for three months longer than military planners thought possible.

After lunch, we follow the opening stretch of the Bataan Death March from Mariveles. Between 60,000 and 80,000 prisoners of war—both
Filipino and American—were forced to march 100 kilometres north in tropical heat, denied food and water, with thousands dying along the
route. Memorials mark key points along the road, restoring human context to an event too often reduced to statistics. The kilometres of
asphalt we cover by comfortable coach represent just the beginning of a journey that claimed thousands of lives.
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Overnight in Bataan

Included Meal(s): Breakfast, Lunch and Dinner

Day4 Bataan: Corregidor Island

Today we continue our exploration of wartime history with an excursion to Corregidor Island, the fortified island guarding the entrance to
Manila Bay. Known as "The Rock," Corregidor was the last Allied stronghold to fall in 1942, and its story is inseparable from the broader
history of the Pacific War. From this strategic position, American forces controlled access to Manila's harbour—until Japanese bombardment
forced their evacuation.

Our guided tour visits the skeletal remains of Middleside Barracks, where you can still see the twisted iron and shattered concrete left by
relentless shelling. Artillery batteries that once commanded the sea approaches now stand silent, their massive guns still pointed toward
channels they could no longer defend. The Pacific War Memorial honours both Filipino and American forces who fought here, while
weathered plagues name units and individuals who never left the island.

The tour culminates with the Light and Sound presentation in the Malinta Tunnel, the vast underground complex carved through solid rock
that served as General Douglas MacArthur's headquarters, hospital, and eventual refuge. As projections play across tunnel walls and period
broadcasts echo through the chambers, the desperation of those final weeks before surrender becomes palpable. We return to Bataan later
in the day for dinner.

Overnight: Bataan

Included Meal(s): Breakfast, Lunch and Dinner

Day5 Bataan-Banaue

Today marks a profound shift—from lowland history to highland culture, from the world shaped by colonial powers to one that largely
resisted them. We journey north into the Cordillera Mountains, rugged highlands where Indigenous communities maintained ways of life that
developed independent of Spanish or American control. The road climbs through changing landscapes: rice paddies giving way to pine
forests, valleys narrowing into gorges, until we enter true mountain country.

As we gain elevation, we enter Ifugao territory, a cultural realm as distinct from lowland Philippines as the mountains themselves are from
Manila Bay. The Ifugao people developed sophisticated agricultural systems and maintained animist spiritual practices even as Christianity
spread through the islands below. We arrive in Banaue in the late afternoon, surrounded by one of Southeast Asia's most remarkable cultural
landscapes—rice terraces carved into mountainsides over two millennia.

Overnight in Banaue

Included Meal(s): Breakfast and Dinner

Day 6 Banaue: Rice Terraces & Villages

The Ifugao rice terraces are not simply scenic—they are a living expression of social organization, spiritual belief, and environmental
knowledge refined over more than 2,000 years. These terraces represent one of humanity's most impressive feats of landscape engineering:
entire mountainsides transformed into productive farmland through communal labour, sophisticated irrigation systems that channel water
from forest headwaters through stone channels and bamboo pipes, and an understanding of soil conservation that has sustained rice
cultivation for millennia. Built without machinery or draft animals, maintained across generations, they demonstrate what human ingenuity
can achieve when tied to place over deep time.

Travelling by local jeepney along narrow mountain roads, we visit a traditional village such as Banga-an and walk among the terraces
themselves. Stone walls rise in steps from valley floors to ridgelines, each terrace level precisely graded to hold water and prevent erosion.
We gain insight into Ifugao daily life—the rice cultivation cycle tied to ancestral rituals, communal work parties that maintain the irrigation
systems, traditional houses raised on stilts with cogon grass roofs. Carefully chosen viewpoints reveal the extraordinary scale of this
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UNESCO World Heritage Site. If laid end to end, these terraces would circle half the globe.
Overnight in Banaue

Included Meal(s): Breakfast and Lunch

Day7 Banaue - Baguio

We descend from the Ifugao highlands to Baguio, encountering yet another layer of Philippine history. Established in the early 20th century
as an American hill station, Baguio reflects a different colonial vision—one built on urban planning, public education, and summer retreats
rather than Catholic missions and fortified towns. The contrast with Spanish Manila could hardly be sharper: wide boulevards inspired by
Washington DC, pine-covered hills that reminded American administrators of home, a temperate climate that offered escape from tropical
heat. American architect Daniel Burnham designed the city centre, creating a grid of parks and civic buildings meant to showcase progressive
colonial administration.

Today Baguio serves as an important cultural centre for the Cordillera region, bridging highland and lowland worlds. The city draws
Indigenous peoples for trade and education while maintaining its role as a cool-season retreat. Our sightseeing includes Burnham Park—the
landscaped public space at the city's heart—and the Cathedral of Our Lady of the Atonement, whose rose-tinted walls have made it Baguio's
most recognizable landmark. We visit the BenCab Museum, where contemporary Filipino art meets traditional Cordillera culture. Artist Ben
Cabrera's works and collection offer insight into modern Filipino artistic expression while honouring Indigenous traditions that continue
shaping the nation's cultural identity.

Overnight in Baguio

Included Meal(s): Breakfast, Lunch and Dinner

Day 8 Baguio - Fly to Cebu

We return to Manila and fly south to Cebu in the Visayas, the central island group where a different strand of Philippine identity took root.
This is not merely a geographic shift but a cultural one: the Visayas developed distinct languages, customs, and historical experiences from
Luzon, reminding us that "the Philippines" has always been a confederation of island worlds as much as a unified nation. Cebuano, not
Tagalog, is the primary language here—one of more than 170 languages spoken across the archipelago.

Cebu holds a special place in Philippine history. It was here that Ferdinand Magellan arrived in 1521, here that the first Catholic mass in the
Philippines was celebrated, and here that Spanish colonization first took lasting hold. The fusion of Indigenous and Catholic traditions that
began in Cebu would eventually spread across the archipelago, creating cultural patterns that define the Philippines today. On arrival, we
transfer to our hotel in Cebu.

Overnight in Cebu

Included Meal(s): Breakfast and Dinner

Day 9 Cebu City Tour & Ferry to Bohol

This morning we explore Cebu City, where Spanish colonization first took lasting root. We begin at the Cebu Heritage Monument, a dramatic
tableaux of sculptures depicting key moments in Cebuano history—Magellan's arrival, the first baptisms, the Battle of Mactan—compressed
into bronze and concrete. The monument serves as visual primer for understanding the layers of history we're about to encounter.

From here we visit Magellan's Cross, planted in 1521 to mark the islands' first conversions to Christianity, now protected under an octagonal
pavilion where pilgrims still light candles and leave offerings. The Basilica of Santo Nifio houses the most venerated religious object in the
Philippines—a statue of the infant Jesus given to Queen Juana by Magellan himself, the only artifact from that first Spanish expedition to
survive. The devotion shown to Santo Niflo demonstrates how deeply Catholicism embedded itself in Filipino society, transforming from
colonial imposition to genuine popular faith.
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Fort San Pedro, built in 1565, reflects the constant need for coastal defence in a contested archipelago. Its thick coral stone walls protected
Spanish settlers from Moro raiders and rival European powers. We also visit the Taoist Temple in the Beverly Hills subdivision, its colourful
pagoda-style architecture and ceremonial incense offering glimpses of Cebu's Chinese-Filipino community and their preservation of
traditional beliefs alongside the dominant Catholic culture.

Beyond these monuments, heritage homes reveal how Spanish-Filipino merchant families built their lives within the colonial
system—architecture that fuses Iberian design with tropical adaptations and local materials, reflecting the cultural blending that defined
colonial Cebu.

After lunch, we cross the Bohol Strait by ferry to Bohol, an island that has preserved older, more agrarian rhythms even as the modern
Philippines evolved around it.

Overnight in Bohol

Included Meal(s): Breakfast, Lunch and Dinner

Day 10 Bohol Countryside

Bohol offers something increasingly rare in the Philippines—a landscape still shaped more by agriculture and community rhythms than by
urbanization. Rice paddies, coconut plantations, and root crop farms define the interior, worked by families whose ties to particular villages
stretch back generations.

Our exploration begins at the Blood Compact Shrine, commemorating the sandugo (blood compact) performed in 1565 between Spanish
explorer Miguel Lopez de Legazpi and Datu Sikatuna, a local chieftain. This ritual—mixing blood from both men and drinking it—sealed the
first treaty of friendship between Filipinos and Europeans, establishing patterns of alliance that would shape centuries of colonial interaction.

We continue to Baclayon Church, one of the country's oldest stone churches. Construction began in the 1590s, though the building wasn't
completed until 1727. Its massive coral walls—cut from reefs and mortared with millions of egg whites—testify to both Spanish ambition and
Filipino labour. The church survived earthquakes, typhoons, and wars before suffering severe damage in the 2013 earthquake; its restoration
reveals construction techniques perfected over centuries of tropical building.

From here we drive through the Mahogany Forest, where thousands of trees planted in the 1960s now create a cathedral-like canopy, before
emerging into fertile interior farmlands. We pause at viewpoints overlooking the famous Chocolate Hills—1,776 grass-covered limestone
mounds that turn chocolate brown in the dry season. These unusual geological formations have become a national symbol.

A leisurely river cruise on the Loboc River includes lunch on board as we drift past jungle banks and traditional villages. We conclude with a
visit to the Philippine Tarsier Sanctuary, where conservation efforts protect one of the world's smallest and most endangered
primates—palm-sized creatures with enormous eyes adapted for nocturnal hunting.

Overnight in Bohol

Included Meal(s): Breakfast, Lunch and Dinner

Day 11 Pamilacan Island Marine Life Excursion

We venture into the waters around Pamilacan Island, an area renowned for marine biodiversity where the Bohol Sea meets the deeper
channels of the Philippine archipelago. Dolphin sightings are common in these waters—spinner dolphins that leap and spin above the surface,
or bottlenose dolphins cruising in pods. Seasonally, whales pass through: Bryde's whales, occasionally pilot whales or even blue whales using
these channels as migration corridors.

The involvement of local spotters adds depth to the experience. Many guides once hunted whales and dolphins for subsistence, using
traditional hunting methods passed down through generations. The shift toward conservation-based livelihoods—offering wildlife tours
instead of hunting—illustrates a broader reckoning with how rapidly marine resources can be depleted. What was sustainable for small
populations becomes unsustainable as numbers grow and markets expand.

Time is allowed for swimming and snorkelling over coral reefs where parrotfish graze and surgeonfish patrol the reef edge. We visit the island
community itself, offering a glimpse of coastal life in the Visayas—fishing boats pulled onto beaches, houses raised on stilts, a way of life still

Canada/USA Email
1-800-665-3998 sales@adventures-abroad.com

Page 4/6



j»(.g
ADVENTURESABROAD

intimately connected to tides and seasons. A picnic-style lunch is included before returning to the resort.
Overnight in Bohol

Included Meal(s): Breakfast and Lunch

Day 12 Bohol - Fly to Puerto Princesa, Palawan

We fly via Manila to Palawan, the Philippines' ecological frontier. Less densely populated than Luzon or the Visayas, Palawan escaped the
intensity of both Spanish colonization and modern development. Its distance from Manila and rugged terrain meant mission churches and
garrison towns remained sparse, leaving vast areas of forest and coast relatively undisturbed. Today this makes Palawan invaluable—a place
where protected forests, karst landscapes, and marine environments still dominate, offering refuge for species that have vanished elsewhere.

Our arrival in Puerto Princesa introduces the environmental themes that define the final stage of our journey. This is a shift from human
history to natural heritage, from understanding how the Philippines was shaped by outside forces to seeing what the islands preserve when
left more to themselves. Palawan represents the Philippines that might have been—or perhaps, with sufficient protection, might still be.

Overnight in Puerto Princesa

Included Meal(s): Breakfast and Dinner

Day 13 Underground River National Park

Today we visit the Puerto Princesa Subterranean River National Park, one of the world's most important protected karst ecosystems.
Recognized as both a UNESCO World Heritage Site and one of the New Seven Wonders of Nature, the park represents the Philippines'
growing commitment to conservation—a recognition that natural heritage deserves protection as carefully as historical monuments. The
park encompasses over 22,000 hectares of old-growth forest, mangroves, and coastal habitat, providing sanctuary for species ranging from
monitor lizards to Palawan peacock-pheasants.

Travelling by boat, we enter the cave system where the Cabayugan River disappears underground. We glide along the subterranean river
beneath vast chambers shaped over millions of years by water dissolving limestone, creating a cathedral of stone. Stalactites hang from
ceilings like frozen waterfalls, stalagmites rise from the riverbed, and in places the cavern walls recede into darkness beyond the reach of our
lights. The silent darkness, broken only by the sound of paddles and dripping water, creates a sense of entering geological deep
time—processes operating on timescales far beyond human history, forces that were shaping these islands long before the first humans
arrived.

Overnight in Puerto Princesa

Included Meal(s): Breakfast, Lunch and Dinner

Day 14 Honda Bay & Puerto Princesa City

Our final full day balances natural beauty with historical reflection. We begin with island hopping in Honda Bay, where limestone karst
islands rise from turquoise shallows. We stop at several small islands—perhaps Luli Island, which appears and disappears with the tides, or
Starfish Island, named for the orange starfish visible in shallow water. Time is allowed for swimming, snorkelling over coral gardens, and
simply relaxing on white sand beaches. These protected waters showcase why Palawan is considered the Philippines' last ecological treasure.

After lunch, we explore Puerto Princesa itself. The Crocodile Farm serves both as tourist attraction and breeding centre for the critically
endangered Philippine crocodile, a species pushed to the brink by habitat loss and hunting. We visit the Iwahig Penal Colony, an unusual open
prison where inmates farm rice and raise livestock with minimal supervision—an experiment in progressive penal reform now over a century
old. Finally, we stop at Plaza Cuartel, site of a grim World War Il event when Japanese forces burned alive more than 140 American prisoners
of war as they retreated from advancing Allied forces. The memorial stands as quiet testimony to that atrocity.

This evening we gather for our farewell dinner, reflecting on a journey that has taken us from colonial cities to highland terraces, from war
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memorials to island sanctuaries.
Overnight in Puerto Princesa

Included Meal(s): Breakfast, Lunch and Dinner

Day 15 Depart Puerto Princesa

Transfer to the airport for your onward or return flight, marking the end of our journey through the Philippines.
Bon voyage and paalam!

Included Meal(s): Breakfast
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