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Goodbye Aklan, Hello America:


For overseas Filipino workers, leaving behind the only way of life, people, and country that they know nothing outside of is a life changing transition that may extract them from the soil of their homeland physically but not completely emotionally. For [just as the thousands of OFWs that immigrate to the United States every year, Natalia Marte left the Philippines for Daly City in search of better economic and material success yet reminisces about the Philippines through nostalgia and family obligation.] As explained in further detail in the book entitled “Pinoy Capital” by Benito Vergara, for her and many other Filipinos, these attitudes toward living in the states and of missing home not only allows them to live in the present of life abroad, but also remember the past and their way of life in the Philippines.


When comparing life in the Philippines to that of the United States, during times of hardship, nostalgia for a simpler life and time is triggered. But this may also be misleading for as Vergara states 


Crucial to the emotion of nostalgia are the recognition of difference between two 
places, (here and home) and the heightening of those differences. Intrustic to the 
nostalgic impulse is an act of self-delusion, where the faraway (or the past) is 
reconfigured as closer to the ideal. The work of nostalgia involves rewriting the
 
past that selectively discards experiences that may not be pleasurable. (pg.170) 

In other words within a state of reminiscing, and comparing life between these two places, (the United States, and the Philippines),for OFWs when thinking of a simpler time they think only about the ideal “good times” they had in the Philippines and not necessarily any of the bad. This thus leads to a misguided illusion of rose colored vision of the reality of their life before when comparing the hard time they may be having in the states. Thus this adds to the longing for home and the need to keep in contact with their homeland and the people left behind there. These observations of Vergara then provided me with a basis for an interview I did with my mom Natalia Marte on April 14, 2010 as my second primary source about her attitude toward living in the states. When I asked her about her life in the Philippines, she told me that despite their poor living conditions in the provinces of Aklan Philippines, her life was simpler.


Life was full of fun. We would go out for swimming in the rivers and beach. Me 
and my friends used to go out to town on the weekends especially when I was 
young. There was no stress or pressure, most of the time I was relaxed and did not 
have a lot of the responsibilities that I have now.

This proves that when thinking back the most memorable memories weren’t ones of struggle but leisure, missing not more so the place but the time period that those “good memories” were lived in. As the interview rolled on, and my mom got out of her state of reminiscence, she came to  tell me of how she heals the missing of her past through keeping contact with the Philippines through family obligation.


Though many Filipinos immigrate to the United States, they still keep close ties to the Philippines through memories and maintaining contact with family and friends back home through family obligation. In my interview with her she tells me that 


Leaving the Philippines was sad, I really did not want to go, I was going to miss 
our home, garden, flowers, fruits, and especially my family and friends. I had no 
choice but to be reunited with my mom and find a new home in America even if I didn’t want to.” 

She also goes on about how since she’s been to the states she has never been back to the Philippines. And despite the fact that she is adjusted to life in the states, she owes it to her family to know that she misses them and that this is not truly her home. Just as Vergara states, 


“many of my interviewees reveal a wide range of attitudes toward life in the U.S., 
they are able however to “return” another way, through nostalgia, homesickness, 
and the simple assertion of ethnic identity”. (pg.161)  methods of which can 
include long distance phone calls, sending Balikbayan boxes, money, and letters. For as my mom said about keeping in touch, 


In  order to keep contact with everyone back home such as my sister (Rencie) 
and brother (Condrado), I would send Balikbayan boxes, money orders, and 
call long distance through phone cards. I did this not only to see if they needed 
anything to send back to them, but to also get news of how they are doing since I 
am not there myself”. 

By keeping contact, this not only gives the person who left a sense of home, it gives them  a piece of home with them. 


Aside the fact that Natalia Marte is satisfied with her material life and success here in America, she still reminisces about her life the Philippines. For my mom just as Vergara states, “What the Unites States offers, is a possibility to improve one’s life, a possibility that even outweighed an already stable life in the Philippines”. (pg.58) This relates to my mom for although she got a degree as a teacher in the Philippines, she couldn’t find a job, but here she found sever right away in an O’Neill factory in 1991. And several others as well such as a maid, cashier and now C.N.A.  For as she says, 


Before coming to the states I never handled green money, or felt that I could be 
well off, back home, despite all my hard work, I couldn’t find a job there. 
America gave me the chance to make my own wealth through hard work. 

Despite her happiness with her economic and material success once I asked her where she wants to retire to after working she said that the Philippines is where she belonged. She confesses… 


America was all I thought it to be, it is a very secure country that would never 
abandon me. I’m sure that I will retire there when I am about 60 to 70 years old. 
That’s when I can go back home.


Overall through my whole interview with my mom I learned that although she made a place for her here in America and no matter the amount of  material riches and wealth she gains, nothing can replace or pay off the priceless amount of memories and longing she has for past and her first home. Despite the distance and length of time lived here in America, like many other Filipinos, my mom Natalia Marte still holds on to the past and her homeland,, keeping herself in a cycle of repeated turning. As one of my mom’s favorite Filipino folk songs  by Freddie Aguilar goes, 


“Ibon mang may layang lumipad
Kulungin mo at umiiyak
Bayan pa kayang sakdal-dilag
Ang 'di magnasang makaalpas

Pilipinas kong manumit. 
Pugad ng luha at dalita
Aking adhika
Makita kang sakdal laya.”

Translation… 


“Even birds that are free to fly
Cage them and they shall cry,
How much more for country so beautiful
Would She not yearn to be free?
Philippines mine that I treasure,
Cradle of my tears and poverty,
My aspiration is,
To see you truly free!”


Although this is meant to be a patriotic song about the freedom of the Philippines, to me it is about the freedom of my mom. It shows that despite the struggles that she has yearning to go home to the Philippines, once my mom is free to return home, she can and will, and it is my aspiration to help get her there. I want to see her be the encaged bird finally free.
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