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PHILADELPHIAN TAKES PIDCI’S 

‘DIWA NG KALAYAAN’


NEW JERSEY – A statuesque, young, gifted, dalagang  (bachelorette) Filipino-American sang her way to the most coveted beauty, brains and talent title in the Filipino and Filipino-American community in the Northeastern, if not the entire, United States, the Diwa ng Kalayaan (Spirit of Independence), here Sunday at the Diwa ng Kalayaan Selection and Coronation Pageant and Gala at the Sheraton Newark Airport Hotel.

She is Monica Castillo Meares, a 17-year-old, 5’9” graduating student of Philadelphia High School for Girls, a public school described as a university-preparatory magnet high school.  She plans to  go into Nursing at the School of Nursing and Allied Health Professionals of the Holy Family University of Philadelphia, which was founded in 1958 by the Sisters of the Holy Family of Nazareth.


She is the daughter of Francis Allen and Faith Castillo Meares.


In being judged Diwa ng Kalayaan (Spirit of Independence), Monica won over six other candidates who took the other competition titles:  Renee Nicole Lago of New Jersey, Miss Filipino American; Janette Gomez of New York, Hiyas ng Pilipinas;  Loriella Reyes, New York, Bituin ng Luzon; Alexandra Uy of New Jersey, Bituin ng Visayas; Demellen Faith Cuerda of New York, Bituin ng Mindanao; and Natasha Abella of New Jersey, Lakambini ng PIDCI.

Monica also took the top prize of the competition, a round trip airline ticket to the Philippines, and in collecting her prize, will most likely join the Ambassadors and Consuls General and Tourism Directors Tour to the Philippines this coming July.

In the talent portion of the competition, Monica sang “A Moment Like This,” the song popularized by the first “American Idol” Kelly Clarkson.

 It’s no surprise for music to be one of her strengths since Monica has been playing the piano for half her life.  And her school activity has been concentrated mostly on music, sports and clubs. Since her freshman year, she has played cello for the school orchestra and became head cellist for her section.

She is currently the president of the school’s Filipina Club and attends the Asian Club and Latinas Unidas.  She was also into cheerleading, golf, floor hockey, and the step team. 

Monica’s entry into the Diwa ng Kalayaan contest was sponsored by the International Network of Filipinos Overseas, Inc. (INFO), based mainly in Philadelphia and represented by commissioned network associates in New York, New Jersey and numerous cities in the U.S. and around the world.  INFO counts as one of the close to 100 member organizations and associations of the Philippine Independence Day Council, Inc. (PIDCI).  


The Diwa ng Kalayaan contest is one of multiple events integral to the annual Philippine Independence celebration in New York, which, over the last 15 years has been the largest celebration of Philippine Independence outside of the Philippines, where it is officially observed as a national holiday.


The New York celebration is on its 20th year, this year commemorating the 111th Anniversary of the Declaration of Philippine Independence.  Aside from Diwa ng Kalayaan, its other component events are the Philippine Independence Day Parade, Street Fair and Cultural Festival (all held on Philippine Independence Day, the first Sunday in June, this year the 7th of June), the Independence Ball and the Grand Marshal Gala, honoring the Grand Marshal of the Parade.
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PHOTO taken at the Diwa ng Kalayaan Selection and Coronation Pageant and Gala shows Monica Castillo Meares (center) after winning the title Diwa ng  Kalayaan (Spirit of Independence) 2009, part of the commemoration of the 111th anniversary  of the declaration of Philippine Independence organized and presented annually by  the Philippine Independence Day Council, Inc. (PIDCI) in New York.  Monica is shown flanked by Guillermo “Gerry” M. Austria (left), President of PIDCI and Josephine “Joji” J. Jalandoni (right), PIDCI Vice President and Chair of the Diwa ng Kalayaan committee.
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