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Introduction
The Philippines, with its more than 7,000 islands, is a nation shaped as much by its
rich geological diversity as by its dynamic history. In these islands, culture and
geography have woven a culinary tradition that is at once vibrant, surprising, and
reflective of many worlds. Yet, for many beyond its shores—and even for some
Filipinos themselves—this culinary legacy is often condensed to a few familiar dishes:
adobo, lumpia, sinigang, and perhaps lechon at festive occasions. But behind this
recognizable surface lies a galaxy of regional specialties, inventive techniques, and
distinct flavors just waiting to be explored.

Filipino cuisine is truly at a crossroads. Over centuries, it has been shaped by
indigenous ingenuity, by the bountiful seas and forests, and by a confluence of foreign
influences—Malay, Chinese, Spanish, American—that have each left their marks in the
pot. From the umami-rich stews of the northern highlands, to the creamy, spicy
offerings of Bicol, the tangy kinilaw of Visayan coasts, and the deep, smoky curries of
Mindanao, there’s no singular “Filipino food”—only a tapestry of tastes that shifts from
one region to the next.

What ties these diverse flavors together is the Filipino spirit: resourceful, communal,
and endlessly creative. Markets bustle with activity as cooks seek out the freshest
produce, seafood, and spices. Sauces are tasted and retasted, recipes passed down in
whispers or bold demonstrations by grandmothers, street vendors, and community
cooks. Food is a language of love, a bridge for kinship, and a center for every Filipino
gathering, big or small. Whether it’s a weekday breakfast of fried fish and garlic rice,
or a fiesta feast stretching into dawn, every meal reflects a sense of place and a deep
connection to heritage.

Hidden Flavors of the Philippines aims to take you beyond the expected, to uncover
dishes and traditions that seldom make it to menus abroad, but whose stories are
ingrained in local memory and practice. As we travel across islands and cultures, we
will meet local cooks, culinarians, and families who are custodians of these recipes.
We’ll explore ingredient lore, unique cooking processes, festival fare, and the
thoughtful art of adaptation that allows these traditions to thrive both at home and
across the Filipino diaspora.

For home cooks and travelers alike, this book offers more than recipes—it provides
context, techniques, and stories. You’ll learn not only how to recreate treasured dishes
(with ingredient tips for international kitchens), but also why each is made, when it is
served, and how it connects to the history and geography of its birthplace. Alongside
advice from expert cooks and food historians, you’ll gain insight into the rituals and
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values that make Filipino food a living, evolving tradition.

Most importantly, this journey invites you to savor the Philippines: its land, its waters,
and most of all, its people—through every bite. Prepare to expand your culinary
repertoire, enrich your appreciation for one of Southeast Asia’s most complex food
cultures, and discover the extraordinary range of flavors, both hidden and celebrated,
that make the Philippines a true gastronomic treasure.
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CHAPTER ONE: Luzon: Flavors of the Northern
Highlands
Luzon, the Philippines' largest island, is a geographical mosaic, boasting everything
from bustling metropolises to serene coastlines and soaring mountain ranges. This
diversity is mirrored in its culinary landscape, with each region offering distinct flavors
shaped by its unique environment, history, and people. Our journey begins in the
northern reaches of Luzon, specifically in the Ilocos Region and the Cordillera
Administrative Region (CAR), where the terrain is rugged, the climate often
unforgiving, and the indigenous cultures deeply rooted. Here, food is not just
sustenance; it is a testament to resilience, resourcefulness, and a profound connection
to the land.

The northern highlands of Luzon encompass an array of provinces, including Ilocos
Norte, Ilocos Sur, La Union, Pangasinan, and stretching into the mountainous Cordillera
Administrative Region with provinces like Benguet, Ifugao, Kalinga, and Mountain
Province. These areas share some culinary philosophies, characterized by simple,
hearty preparations and a reliance on locally abundant ingredients. However, subtle
yet significant differences emerge when exploring their distinct culinary traditions.

The Ilocos Region: A Taste for the Bold

The Ilocos Region, hugging the northwestern coast of Luzon, is known for its distinct
culinary identity, one that often embraces strong, assertive flavors. Ilocano cuisine is
famously characterized by a preference for salty and sometimes bitter tastes, a
reflection of the hardy, resourceful nature of its people and the challenging
agricultural conditions of the region. Rice, as in most of the Philippines, is a staple,
serving as the perfect neutralizer for these bold flavors.

One cannot speak of Ilocano cuisine without mentioning bagoong—fermented fish or
shrimp paste. This pungent, intensely savory condiment is not merely an
accompaniment; it is the very soul of many Ilocano dishes, lending an unmistakable
depth of flavor. Whether it's bagoong monamon (fermented anchovies) or bagoong
alamang (fermented shrimp), its presence is foundational. Paired with this is sukang
Iloko, a local sugarcane vinegar, which provides a bright, tangy counterpoint.

Perhaps the most iconic Ilocano vegetable dish is Pinakbet (or Pakbet). The name itself
comes from the Ilocano word "pinakebbet," meaning "shriveled" or "shrunk," referring
to the way the vegetables are cooked down. This hearty stew typically features a
medley of local vegetables such as bitter melon (ampalaya), eggplant, okra, and string
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beans, all simmered with bagoong isda (fermented fish sauce) and sometimes
enriched with slices of bagnet (crispy deep-fried pork belly). Unlike its Tagalog
counterpart, Ilocano Pinakbet traditionally omits squash, focusing instead on the
interplay of the bitter gourd with the savory bagoong. The preparation is
straightforward, often involving layering the vegetables in a pot and simmering them
with the fish sauce until tender but not mushy, allowing the flavors to meld beautifully.

Another distinctive Ilocano dish is Dinardaraan, the Ilocano version of the popular
Filipino pork blood stew, dinuguan. What sets Dinardaraan apart is its drier
consistency, with less sauce compared to other regional dinuguan variations. It
typically features pork meat, often including innards like intestines, simmered in a
rich, savory gravy of pig's blood, garlic, chili, and vinegar. The process often involves
sautéing garlic and onions, browning the pork, then adding broth, vinegar, and finally,
the pig's blood and chilies, cooking until the sauce thickens.

Beyond these well-known staples, the Ilocos region offers other delights. Poqui-poqui,
for instance, is a flavorful vegetarian dish made from roasted and chopped eggplant,
tomatoes, and scrambled eggs, often served alongside crispy bagnet or longganisa. Its
name, derived from the Hawaiian word "poki" meaning "to cut up, chop, or mash,"
reflects the migration of Ilocanos to Hawaii in the 1980s. Then there's Dinengdeng,
also known as inabraw, a simpler, soup-based vegetable dish compared to Pinakbet,
often featuring fewer vegetables but still heavily flavored with bagoong and
sometimes enhanced with grilled or fried fish. It embodies the Ilocano philosophy of
minimizing waste and maximizing flavor from simple ingredients.

The Ilocano palate also appreciates fresh salads like Kinilnat, a traditional concoction
of blanched vegetables and leafy greens such as string beans, pumpkin blossoms,
sweet potato tops, and fern shoots, dressed with bagoong or fish sauce, often with the
addition of souring agents like calamansi or vinegar.

The Cordillera: Mountain Flavors and Ancient Traditions

Venturing further inland into the Cordillera Administrative Region, the culinary
landscape shifts, reflecting the mountainous terrain and the rich heritage of its
indigenous Igorot tribes. Here, hearty dishes often feature smoked, boiled, or grilled
meats, a testament to the local agricultural practices and the resourcefulness of the
communities. Rice is the staple, often supplemented by root crops like sweet potato
(camote) and taro (gabi), especially since rice cultivation in the narrow rice fields can
be limited to once or twice a year. Traditional rice varieties like balatinaw, tinawon,
and unoy are prized for their taste, aroma, and texture.

Fermentation plays a significant role in Cordilleran food preservation and cultural
practices. One prime example is etag, a cured and smoked pork product, often aged
underground in earthen jars. This highly flavorful smoked meat is a frequent addition
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to many traditional dishes, lending a distinct smoky, savory depth.

The most renowned and, for some, controversial dish from the Cordillera is Pinikpikan.
This chicken soup is intrinsically linked to the Igorot people's rituals and beliefs.
Traditionally, the preparation involves beating a live chicken with a stick before
cooking. This method, while culturally significant, aims to bruise the chicken's flesh
and bring blood to the surface, which is believed to enhance its flavor and tenderness.
After the beating, the chicken is scorched over an open flame to remove feathers and
impart a smoky taste. The chicken is then chopped and slow-simmered with
ingredients like ginger, pepper, chayote, and, crucially, etag. The resulting soup is a
deeply comforting and flavorful broth, often served hot with steamed rice. While the
traditional method is steeped in ancient rituals and is still practiced for its cultural
significance, more humane alternatives are also employed today, focusing on
achieving the desired texture and flavor without the traditional beating.

Another unique ingredient found in the Cordillera is abuos, the eggs of big red ants.
Considered a delicacy in Abra, particularly during the summer months, these are often
sautéed with garlic, onions, and tomatoes to create a tangy dish that showcases the
region's agricultural cycles and resourcefulness. Luyang dilaw, or wild ginger, also
known as conig, is another local gem from Benguet province. With its fragrant smell
and slightly bitter taste, it is used as a natural food coloring and in medicinal teas.

Cordilleran cuisine also features dishes like Pinuneg, a native blood sausage similar to 
dinuguan, made from minced pork and innards mixed with cooked rice, salt, vinegar,
garlic, and other spices, then stuffed into animal intestines. It can be sun-dried,
smoked, poached, or boiled. The region is also home to its own version of longganisa,
a native sausage that can be distinctly garlicky and is often served with a vinegar and
chili dip.

The culinary practices in these northern highlands are often simple yet profound,
reflecting a deep respect for nature and a sustainable approach to food. Cooking
methods primarily involve boiling, grilling, and smoking, making use of available
resources like bamboo and banana leaves as cooking vessels or wrappers. These time-
tested local food systems are not just about feeding the body; they are about
preserving cultural identity, fostering community bonds, and maintaining a
harmonious relationship with the environment. The dishes from Ilocos and Cordillera
offer a robust and honest taste of the Philippines, far removed from the more familiar
flavors, inviting us to appreciate the enduring spirit of the northern communities.
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