
 

A Bangon Mangyan woman smoking kwako (tobacco). The Bangon are 
known for their pipes and even young children can be seen smoking pipes. 

We headed south for a day and a half to try and get 
permission to enter a Hanunoo community from the 
tribal mayor and council. After a short deliberation they 
said it would be ok to go into their community and stay 
for as long as we would like to. I wanted to visit a 
Hanunoo village because of their indigenous script that 
is still sometimes used. I wanted to find out more about 
it. In the meantime, I spent my days in their community 
learning a little about their culture and what they do on 
a day-to-day basis. We found out that most families 
spend a lot of their time collecting crops in their fields. 
Shifting agriculture (kaingin) is a common practice by all 
of the Mangyan groups because it is the only way they 
can grow crops to eat without using fertilizers. Most 
families own large tracks of land which they clear and 
plant different crops throughout the year. Everyday, 
crops are harvested for daily consumption with the 
majority of the Mangyan diets consisting of root crops 
such as sweet potatoes, ube, and kamoting kahoy. 
Eating rice is often a luxury because it is not grown 
where they live.  

 

Root crops such as sweet potatoes, ube and kamoting kahoy make up 
a large percent of the Mangyan diet. All their cooking is done over an 
open fire. 

Collecting crops is a daily activity for most all Mangyan families. 
Children help gather whatever vegetables or root crops are 
available for the day. 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

- Taken from The Mangyan of Mindoro, by Jacob Maentz, 2012. Jacob is an American 
documentary photographer. He has been working on a long-term project chronicling indigenous 
diversity and changing indigenous cultures within the Philippines. 

 
 
 

Comment on the ways this text provides insights into the Mangyan people and culture. 

Something I really wanted to see while with 
the Hanunoo was the Hanunoo script. The 
Hanunoo script is one of three indigenous 
scripts that is still being used today in the 
Philippines. The other two are the Buhid 
script (another Mangyan group) and the 
Tagbanua script in Palawan. Traditionally, the 
Hanunoo script was carved into fresh 
bamboo because paper was not readily 
available even 50 years ago. The script was 
occasionally used to communicate between 
communities, however, the main use of the 
script was to write love letters or love poetry 
called ambahan.  

Nais, one of the elders in the community 
we stayed with told us how they used to 
pass love letters to each other when they 
were younger. To send an ambahan or 
love letter to someone they would carve 
the script on bamboo and then place it on 
the corner of a path. When the other 
person passed by they would pick up the 
bamboo and read the message. She told 
us that everyone in the community knew 
what was going on, there were no secrets 
back then because these messages were 
left where everyone could read them. This 
was the way young men and women 
expressed their interest in each other and 
communicated. 
 

Nais, a Hanunoo Mangyan woman writing Hanunoo script on a fresh piece of 
bamboo. Nais is one of only three people in her community that can still write the 
script. 

A closer look at the script on fresh bamboo. Nais is using a small knife to carve the 
script on bamboo like men and women did for centuries before to pass love notes 
between each other. 

Today, the younger generation is not learning the script although they still speak their native language. There 
were only three people in the community we stayed with who knew how to write the script, all well over 65 years 
old. The script has been well preserved, but those who know how to write it from memory may soon fade away. 
We were also told that there are likely thousands of ambahans that have been passed down from generation to 
generation. There are researchers who have spent countless time collecting these different ambahans to help 
preserve the poetry. 
 


