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Sakada Dreams:
A Portrait of My Father

P. de Los Santos

His frail, skinny body was riddled with black and purple splotches, and he
labored heavily to extract every bit of oxygen from each breath that he took in.
Yet throughout that summer Sunday in July he always managed to smile and say
thanks to the many friends and relatives who came to see him and pay their final
visit. After everyone went home and my mother fell asleep on the living room
couch, I went to him to wish him a good night and sweet dreams. His eyes were
half open, and he saw me but he could not speak. I tried to say I love him, but
he closed his eyes and took his final breath in my arms. He died with a faint smile
on his face, and as I cried I wondered with great sadness if his life would have
been much more different if he had stayed in the Philippines instead of coming
to Hawai‘i. I also wondered what his dreams were and if he had accomplished
them before leaving this earth. My father led a simple life, one which reminds
me of being similar to that of Celestino Fabia, a character in Bienvenido Santos’
short story, Scent of Apples.

In his introduction of Santos’ book, Scent of Apples: A Collection of Stories,
Leonard Casper identified a “recurring theme” of the Filipino author’s works—
a theme which delves in the importance and the difficulty of being “Filipino at
heart” through the practice and maintenance of an individual’s cultyral values
away from his homeland. This theme is portrayed by Santos’ main characters,
expatriate Filipino men leading lonely lives away from their mother country.
Casper duly noted at the end of his introduction that the dream of most Filipino
expatriates in Santos’ stories is to return to the Philippines. Perhaps it was an
unfulfilled dream that my father held before his death.

My father was born Nemesio de Los Santos in 1924 in Santa Maria, Ilocos
Sur, Philippines. He shared the same birth date as Abraham Lincoln. But unlike
Lincoln, he did not get a chance to lead his country, or even to die in his own
country. He was the second oldest of eight children, three of whom died in their
youth due to illness. He was a rebellious and stubborn youngster who was sent
to live with relatives in Manila at an early age. He returned to Santa Maria as
a teenager and fought to save his family and land against the Japanese in World
War II. He grew up to be a strapping young man with strong convictions and a
fiery temperament, and although he had a limited education he was quite proud
of his physical strength and his self-reliant ways.
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After the Japanese surrender and the end of World War II, my father met an
old friend who had returned to the Philippines after working and earning a lot of
money in Hawai‘i. Benito Cordero was a “Hawayano” who had grown up in
nearby Narvacan, and he impressed my father with his fancy clothes and the
stories of working and living in the beautiful islands of Hawai‘i. My father was
enchanted by his friend’s stories and asked him how he could also visit and work
in this strange and wonderful place. Benito told him, “There are Americans
recruiting workers for the sugar plantations. But you must make your hands
rough and soiled to prove to them that you are a hard worker.”

He disdained that and believed that he did not have to do this because he was
already working hard on his family farm. But since the war’s end it was
becoming increasingly difficult for Filipino families to hold on to their own land,
much less to tend their crops for bountiful harvests. His prospects for owning
his own farm were very dim.

And so without hesitation he left his native land in 1946. At the age of
twenty-two, he decided it was best for him and his family to earn enough money
and then return home to pay off his family’s debts and retain their farm. His
voyage along with the many others who took that trip became a part of the last
large wave of Filipino laborers recruited by the Hawaiian Sugar Planters’
Association (HSPA) to work on the sugar plantations of Hawai‘i. They were
called “sakada.”

They traveled by ship, and many who were unaccustomed to this means of
travel became very ill. My father survived without getting sick, despite the long
and arduous trip and unsanitary conditions. He was young and strong and eager
to earn a lot of money and live the kind of life like his friend, Benito Cordero.
When he arrived in Hawai‘i he was amazed by what he saw as the beauty of
O‘ahu and, in particular, the lasting impression of Honolulu harbor’s Aloha
Tower. The climate was similar to the Philippines, and he was surprised by the
different races of people milling around and working at dockside.

He told me once how he remembered the scene. “There were many pretty
girls who danced for tourists and young boys who dove for the coins that the
tourists threw from the cruise ships.” He thought that life in this new land was
going to be exactly as how his friend had described.

After disembarking from his ship, he and the other Filipinos gathered at the
dockside, and each was given papers by the plantation representatives. They told
him that he would be working for the Hawaiian Commercial and Sugar (HC&S)
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plantation at Pu‘unene Mill on the island of Maui. He did not know anything
about this other island, but if it was like the scene at Honolulu harbor, he thought
he would not mind. However, when he reached Maui his hopes were dashed.
Maui looked very quiet and almost similar to some of the less populated islands
in the Philippines.

In his first months on this island called Maui, my father felt betrayed and lied
to by his friend, Benito. Instead of high living, fancy clothes and meeting
beautiful girls, he lived a spartan life and worked in an environment that
resembled indentured servitude. Besides working long, tedious hours from
sunup to sundown, he aiso had to deal with the alienation from workers of
different ethnic groups and those merciless luna, or field supervisors.

As Ron Takaki pointed out in his book about plantation life, Pau Hana,many
of the Filipino labor recruits who came to this “land of glory” to earn their wealth
and return triumphantly to their loved ones in the Philippines had originally
planned to stay in Hawai‘i on a temporary basis. With the harsh working
conditions and the bleak prospect of empty, friendless times, many of the Flipino
recruits, including my father, wanted to go back to their beloved homeland and
never return to Hawai ‘i.

But as the months passed, my father grew close to those men who had
traveled with him from the Philippines, and he considered them his family away
from home. (Later I learned that some men whom I had called “Uncle” and
“Apo” were notrelated to me by blood but by a bond of friendship with my father
borne out of loneliness and adversity.) Many of his co-workers shared the same
anguish and frustration of working in harsh conditions. He was eventually
befriended by other workers of different ethnicity, who respected his hard work

- and integrity.

Despite his limited education, he had learned enough English to get by in
simple conversations. He was called “Mishong” by his Filipino friends, and
“Dela Santos” by others who found his name awkward to pronounce. Through
his new relationships, he learned new words like pololei, hole-hole, hapai,
kompang, and pilikia to add to his vocabulary. He did not know it at that time,
but my father ‘s linguistic bond with his growing circle of friends who spoke
“Hawaiian plantation pidgin” would draw him into volunteer work as an
organizer for the International Longshoremen’s and Warehousemen’s Union
(ILWU). My father thrived in his new responsibilities at work and his growing
acceptance into the local community. But something was missing from his life.
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Since the majority of Filipino workers were bachelors and since there was
adearth of available young Filipinas, my father, like many of the single Filipino
men in the plantation camp of Keahua, sought the company of other young
women at community social events. He began to date “local” born women and
developed an affinity for the young, fair skinned Portuguese girls who were the
daughters of the plantation lunas. But in his heart he, like the character Celestino
Fabia in Scent of Apples, yearned for the love of a Filipino woman.

In the early 1950s he ran into his friend Benito Cordero who was visiting
Maui to attend the annual county fair. My father had prospered after struggling
through his early years in Hawai‘i, but he had not forgotten his hardship with
plantation life in the beginning. Benito apologized and told him that he was
planning a trip back to the Philippines to visit his family. He invited my father
and asked him if he was still single and if he was interested in meeting his
younger sister who still lived in the Philippines. My father sensed that this was
his opportunity to meet and find a Filipina to be his wife. He also wrestled with
the idea of moving back to the Philippines or remaining in Hawai ‘i and continue
working for the plantation. He did not take long to make up his mind. He would
return to the Philippines and bring a wife back with him to Hawai‘i.

On his return to the land of his birth, Nemesio de Los Santos looked every
bit the description of a Hawayano. He wore fancy, new clothes and shoes and
dark sunglasses just like the movie stars he saw on the film screen at the Princess
Theatre in Pa‘ia, Maui. Although he did not keep in constant contact with his
family, they were nevertheless happy to see him bearing monetary gifts and
displaying his new fortune.

He was happy to see his family but he had something else on his mind—
Filomena Cordero. She was the only sister among Benito Cordero’s siblings, and
she was their father’s favorite child. Benito told Mishong that many suitors were
treated rudely by his overprotective father, Mariano Cordero, the family patri-
arch. He and his brothers were subjected to beatings if Filomena was mistreated
by them or anyone else. One of Benito’s favorite stories was that of a beating
which he had received from his father for letting a young suitor get too close with
his younger sister. Benito chased the young man away from the Cordero farm
only to encounter the young man’s friends. The story ended with Benito
administering a beating to every one of them. But my father was not very
impressed by the story of a friend who had earlier told him of the promise of
earning lots of easy money in Hawai‘i.

Before Mishong finally met Filomena he had to receive the approval of Apo
Mariano and prove to him and his sons that he was a suitable gentleman and
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prospective husband. But the Cordero family was not willing to let this brash,
young Hawayano take Filomena as his bride. They told him to bring live
chickens for slaughter one day and a live pig the next day. The Cordero clan took
his offerings and feasted without him, making him wait outside the family

. compound and promising that young Filomena would pay him a visit, butalways

offering an excuse at the end of the day when she did not come outside to see him.

This went on for several days, and Mishong became disgusted with all the
money and effort he was wasting to win the favor of his future in-laws. He
angrily decided to return to Hawai ‘i and find a wife elsewhere. But Benito, who
had been visiting friends in the countryside and was not a party to his family’s
devious tricks, returned and admonished his father and siblings. He eventually
reconciled Mishong with the Cordero clan and when my father finally met my
mother, Filoména, he was not disappointed.

She had long, dark hair and soft brown eyes that gazed above high
cheekbones. Her complexion was very fair because her father forbade her to
work in the hot sun and relegated her to more feminine chores like cooking and
sewing. During the war she was hidden in large rice baskets to keep her safe from
Japanese soldiers. Attwenty-three years of age, when most of her female friends
were taking care of their third or fourth child, Filomena was still a virgin because
of an overprotective father and her four rambunctious brothers. After a tenuous
courtship, they were married in December 1953. But since he was nota U.S.
citizen he could not bring his new bride back to Hawai ‘i. He returned to Hawai ‘i
with mixed emotions. He was happy to be married to a beautiful young woman,
but felt increasingly despondent because they were an ocean apart from each
other.

When Mishong returned to Hawai ‘i in January 1954 the Democratic party
began to establish itself as adominant political force which received full backing
by the ILWU. To get his mind off of his worries for his new bride, Mishong joined
the Democratic party and volunteered his help in the party’s political campaigns.
It was an exciting time in Hawai ‘i, especially for the immigrant laborers because,
with the emergence of the Democratic Party in Hawai‘i government and the
impending admission of Hawai‘i as part of the United States of America, it
seemed inevitable that there would be certain economic, educational, and social
opportunities available for everyone.

In 1957, after four years of petitioning the U.S. Immigration Offices in San
Francisco and in Honolulu, Mishong and Filomena were finally united. Like her
husband before her, Filomena struggled to assimilate into the local community.









