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SOCIAL HISTORY OF DAVAO AT THE END

OF THE 19TH CENTURY

Rogelio E. Lizada

Introduction

I am a fifth generation member of one of the first

families that established the Spanish settlement in Davao in
1848. My great, great, great grandfather,Gabriel Bangoy, was
the first Cabeza of Davao during the Spanish time in 1853. My
grandfather, Ciriaco R. Lizada, was the last American to
be appointed by the American Military Government in the
1900s.

Perhaps it is also good to know, as a backgrounder, who
were the people of Davao (City) before, during and after the
Spanish established its settlement here. Davao was first
inhabited by the Bagobos, one of the several tribes in Davao.
In the latter part of the 1400s, Islam took its roots when
Muslims settled along its coasts. In 1848, the Spaniards
established the first settlement in Davao. In the 1900s, the
Americans took over the colonization of Davao from the

Spaniards.

These are the times, the events and the people that
I will dwell on briefly based on the stories and experiences of
the first, second, third, and fourth generation members of my
family.
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All throughout the Spanish occupation, the evangelization
of the non-Christian tribes was a major concern of the
missionaries and the settlers. From the time of the first settlers
to the time of their children evangelization continued.

Vic Generoso, my Spanish teacher, wrote in the 1884
San Pedro Fiesta publication:

...much help was given the missionary by the
old time Christians, notably Aniceto Bustamante,
Damaso Suazo, Teodoro Palma Gil,Ciriaco R.
Lizada and Calixto Cervantes..."

All of those mentioned were second and third generation
members of the first settlers. The term "first settlers" refers to
te Christian migrants who came with the Spanish colonizers to
avao at the end of the 19th century to settle and colonize

Davao.

My father told us how my grandfather helped the
missionary in his work.

They would cross the Bankerohan river in banca,
walk up to the end of the road at Matina (Matina
Golf Club), turn left towards the shore (Times
Beach) and there take a banca and paddle for
hours towards Daliao to convert the natives to
the new faith; or... go on horseback with Teodoro
Palma Gil up the hills of Mandug to be with the
natives in their villages to explain Christianity.

They even reached as far as Davao del Sur in Darong
together with Fr. Urios. There, in 1894, Datu Timan, a Bagobo
datu and his tribe were baptized. He also told us how other
relat ;ves, like his cousin-in-law, Don Francisco Bangoy, assisted
the baptism of the datu and his tribe in Tigatto.

The need to evangelize was there, as some natives still
practiced human sacrifice secretly. In Toril, where the de la
Cruz family decided to stay with their Bagobo friends, the same
was true. One day, his Bagobo male friends passed by his
house, preceded by a carabao-pulled sled, where a rather big
sack was moving. Curiosity prompted him to ask what it was
and fie was informed that they were going to perform a tribal
offering in a nearby forest. Inside the sack a blind boy was tied
up ard on the way to be sacrificed. Having established good
rappc rt with the datu, my grandfather reminded him that such a
practice was now prohibited. He suggested that, instead of
sacrificing the blind boy, he be given to him as a gift. This the
datu did. The boy became my house helper in Toril up until he
was 70 years old. He stayed with us and remained loyal to my
uncle until he died an old man, not knowing who his real relatives
were, not even his father and mother.

The Settlement of the Pioneers

At first, the little Spanish settlement was an attraction to
the surrounding natives. Bagobos and other natives came to
town, some bringing along teenage boys and girls, offering them
to us to work in our homes. Usually, the agreement was

consimmated with an exchange of dry goods. In my
grandrather's house there were nine of them, working happily,
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and doing all kinds of jobs such as chopping firewood and
running errands.

In many houses there were '*ulipon*\ which actually
meant slave as they were then called. Later they became like
members of the family. This was true even in the thirties. One
Christmas Eve, while we were waiting for the Midnight Mass,
a Bagoba came with two little children begging for a place to
stay. Later, she asked to leave her children with us. My aunt
accepted the two little girls and they stayed with her until they
were grown up and were married. Their mother just visited
them once in a while. She continued to stay up in the hills,
while her daughters grew up in our household.

Life in the Tovra f
I

Everybody in the town was self-sufficient. At the back |
of their homes were vegetables and fruit trees. Out in the front ||
yard were chickens and pigs. In Lanang, grandfather constructed |
a hut on stilts. During high tide, when the hut is surrounded by
deep waters, they would go by banca and fish inside the hut j
for their meals.

M

There was not much to buy in the town. There was no ||
need for a market as everybody already had what the market i
had to offer. There was just a Chinese store selling dry goods.

There was not much use for money. Land was abundant,
food was sufficient, and the vessel that came from Manila came
irregularly. In the mezmtime, money was kept and children
played with big coins.

One of iht : ; a cii oi Antolin Bangoy (son of Gabriel

Bango who was also a caheza Je haran^ay recalls using big
coins IS loy cooking pans in iheir game, hahay-hahciyan. Up
in the mountains, the Mandax as bored holes in them and made

them into necklace> and bracelets (up to now the old necklaces

tic ina.le out of old coins). In grandmother's house, she kept
.oin^ 11 bamboo nodules, breaking them after a certain time to
wash the molds off the big "pesetas" and later dry them under
the sur. Then she put them back in to a new bamboo tube.

The Gas Lit Streets

Father remembered the little dusty streets, lit by gas
lamps, and the "parolero" who kept track of the position of
the mcon to save petrol. On moonless nights he would fill the
lamp v/ith gas enough to last until morning. During halfmoons
he put enough gas to light the streets until the moon shone
fully and lighted them with moonlight. At full moon, he used
very little petrol.

Early Education

The early education of the ftrst settlers took place in
the coiivento. It started from grade one. Each year, the situation

was improved by adding a book or two. They were all proud
to say that even at a lower grade they knew how to read and
write ;uid that their morals were grounded on good values.
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The First Roads

The first roads were more like trails than streets. In
1905, when grandfather constructed the house at Bolton, Bolton
was no more than a pathwalk, two meters wide, with hog wire
and beetlepalms on the sides. San Pedro went as far as the
present Anda then to Legaspi. Claveria extended up to the
present Ideal theater, the place being planted with abaca by the
Bangoys. In these little streets, particularly San Pedro, athletic
competitions, such as the one hundred meters race, were held.
There were no cars then; just horses on the streets.

The Pioneering Days

Truly, these were the days of the real pioneers. It was
they who cleared the forests, opened little farms, walked by
the beach to Lanang, paddled bancas to Daliao, and rode horses
to die hills. It was they who interacted and befriended the
natives and developed the Davao dialect, a combination of
Visayan and one or two native languages. Dabawenyo, or the
Dinabaw dialect, was spoken by the early settlers. It was used
by the children of the Spanish colonizers, children of the
Bagobos of the hills, and children of the Davao Muslims.
(Dinabaw is a Mandaya-based dialect). These people were
later referred to as the Dabawenyos, people whose roots were
traced to the Davao tribe or members of the families of pioneers.

The Most Important Event of the Century

Aside from the evangelization of the natives, and the

organizeition of the town, the most signitlcant event of the century
was the land grants and recognition of land ownership by the
Spaniards. Proprietorships led to the development of lands
Thus inspired, people from all over the world decided to come
to Davao: Spaniards from Spain, Chinese, Japanese and
Americans all came to Davao for lands.

The Cross and the Crescent

At the turn of the century, one of the events remembered
most b}' my parents was the time when there was shooting in
the streets, with people running and shouting, as they took
refuge :n the convento. This was the time when the Spanish
authorifies, having lost the Philippines to the U.S., were about
to lea\e and factions were formed to take over the Spanish
government of the town. A coalition was attempted but did not
last. The chief of the police, together with his wife and a relative
was assasinated by one of his own soldiers. The assassin
became the chief but later on was also killed. People

were

taking the law into their own hands

Amidst this confusion, Fr. Urios and Fr. Benaiges went
out to the streets, holding back those were fighting, and removed
the guns from them. Yet the fear of anarchy was there. The
fear of .i Muslim take over of the town was foremost. However,
the letter of Balaguer, written on April 17, 1899, narrated a
very important and significant event of the day:

It was admirable to behold the heads of the towns

of the Moros presenting themselves to Fr. Urios
olacing themselves under his orders and telling

i
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him that they did not recognize any other authority
except his, and that if they found themselves
threathened they would be the first ones to defend
us...

This is one moment of time in Davao's history that should
be cherished, remembered and honored for here Muslims and
the two priests stood together for peace, thus restoring peace in
the Christian town of Davao.

In the 1930s

The coconut trees planted by the early settlers were not
bearing fruit. On the other hand, the ranches of the Spaniards
were thriving well and so were the 55 American owned abaca
plantations. The abaca lands of the migrants and the Bagobos
were all stripable and productive. The coming of Japanese
investors contributed to the progress of Davao in the thirties.
Compared to the 1900s, Davao in the 30s was a far cry from
the little town of the 1850s, yet it retained its provincial and
rural air.

On The Street Where We Lived

The once little trail that was Bolton now had residences
with gardens in front, and flower hedges all around, while others
still had the old trees of the 1900s. At the back of our house
remained three huge acacia trees, a thick bamboo grove, and
some banana plants. On some days, the Bagobos still walked
the street in single file, children, women, the men and the Datu.

Later, at sunset, swarms of black feathered red-eyed birds
(Lans-iang) swooped down to roost on the big mango tree on
the yard of the Hizon residence at the comer of Bolton and
Rizal Streets. Up in the sky, thousands of bats came from
Samal Island in seemingly endless hordes. Some flew low to
roost in the kapok tree on the street while others continued
their flight to the hills.

At six in the evening the church bells rang the Angelus.
The few people on the street stopped to pray. Children in
Bolton were nowhere to be found as we were all trained to be
home before six to join the family in prayer. At nine in the
evening, the street was almost deserted. Neighborhood do^^s
lingered and lay on the street. People walking by carried
"bastones" (canes) to ward off the dogs which had the habit of
sniffing! pedestrians. In the mornings the chimneys from a few
houses emitted white smoke as breakfast was cooked with
firewood. All houses had water tanks, to catch the rainfall for
drinking.

The Social Classes of the Thirties

People in the town were identifiable by the way they
dressed:

a. People wearing coats and ties were either
professionals or people engaged in white collar
jobs.

b. People wearing maongs or denims were laborers
as maong was used by "hag-iiteros'\ that is,
abaca fiber strippers.
















