INTRODUCTION

Ferdinand E. Marcos has not been ‘rehabilitated” as his
supporters claim. He never was a good and inspired leader,
and it is historical revisionism to try to make him so. The
true Marcos is defined by history as a ruthless autocrat
who damaged and brutalised the Philippines. That’s how
Marcos must be remembered. That’s the real Marcos with
his social media mask torn off.

Social media miscreants have perniciously rewritten
recent Philippine history and fabricated a fictitious
Marcos. They are fantasists, crusading propagandists
who have weaponised the Internet in the hope that the
revisionist history they concoct, and the image makeover
they give Marcos, will swing public opinion of the former
dictator from vilification to veneration.

These glorifiers of an imaginary Marcos are not
delusional. Far from it. They are calculating, self-serving,
deceivers - disciples of disinformation — who practice
selective historical amnesia. Theirs is a world of myths,
made-up facts, and outright lies. In this lopsided fantasy
world, unpalatable facts about Marcos are ignored or
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smothered under an avalanche of positive accounts. Lies
squeeze out truths, and very quickly history becomes the
victim.

It is this duplicity that must be challenged. As a foreign
correspondent I was an eyewitness to history, not the re-
imagined version peddled by pro-Marcos history deniers.
Lies cannot be allowed to transmute into facts. That’s the
reason for this book.

THE BEGINNING

Long before I began to write this book, probably a year
earlier, I used ‘Notes’ on my mobile phone to jot down
something that had kept me awake in the pre-dawn hours,
something I didn’t want to forget before I fell back into a
fitful sleep.

Ferdinand E. Marcos was a rash on the Philippine
body politic that festered and infected the nation
until it was gone. But a new Marcos rash, Ferdinand
‘Bongbong” Marcos Jr., has appeared, right on top of
the old. The new President Marcos ignores history and
claims his fathers 21-year rule was a golden’ age. I
disagree. I was there. I was a foreign correspondent
and saw what happened. I write about it here.

The ‘Note’ - the imagined cover blurb of a book I had
not yet written — was there in the morning, the tell-tale
musings of a troubled mind. Obviously, the words had
been mulling in my mind for months, probably years, as
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I watched in far off Philippines the emergence of a man,
the son of a dictator, seeking absolution of his discredited
father in a bid to become the Philippines second President
Marcos.

Lies fester. And if they go unchallenged, they multiply.
And the more they are repeated over time, lies gain
credibility among those who want to believe them, and
they become ‘truths’ among those who need to believe
them, for they are the ones who spread the lie that under
Marcos the Philippines was a place of peace and progress.
And when asked for proof they point to the ‘new’ truth
that they themselves have helped create from a lie. It’s a
circle of deceit.

My early morning phone entry on ‘Notes’ was a
subconscious memory jog to do something, to challenge
the lies, to provide a first-hand account of what I saw. I
was a foreign correspondent in the Philippines for half of
Marcos’s 21 years in power. I witnessed a ‘bloody’ age not
a ‘golden’ age.

Type ‘Marcos Philippines’ into Google’s search engine
and Ferdinand E. Marcos, the Filipino dictator who was
toppled in a People Power revolution in 1986 and died in
exile three years later, is listed first. Second on the list is
his son, Ferdinand ‘Bongbong’ Marcos Jr. He, too, became
president of the Philippines in 2022.

The father’s outranking of his son — decades after his
death - is a poignant reflection of the staggering impact
Ferdinand E. Marcos had on the nation and on the Filipino
people; a power so consuming and so deeply rooted that
the repercussions still ripple through the nation’s heart
today.



Once, Ferdinand Marcos held the highest office in the
land. Now his son does. All his life, Marcos Jr. has lounged
smug in his father’s shadow. He has relentlessly leveraged
Marcos’s political notoriety to advance his career, and
when he campaigned for president, he evoked his father’s
name as if it gave him some birthright to power. His
campaign rhetoric of selective recollections was peppered
with embellishments and false claims about his father’s
presidency. The fabricated heroic past became even more
alluring, or troubling, depending on your point of view,
because ‘Bongbong’s’ looks, his mannerisms, even the way
he walked and talked evoked memories of his father.

Marcos Jr’s rise to power was mesmerizing for many
young Filipinos caught up in the exciting hoopla of a
media manufactured political celebrity who had the
highest public profile and the heaviest political baggage.
They had not lived through the Marcos years. What they
knew of the former president who led their country for
21 years, they had learned from social media. For older
Filipinos, however, it was different. They had first-hand
experience of the Marcos regime. They had bitter, often
traumatic memories of Ferdinand Marcos Sr. For them,
to hear the dictator’s son proudly claim he had inherited
his father’s legacy, filled them with anger and sorrow. How
was it possible?

The election of ‘Bongbong’ Marcos, 36 years after his
father was deposed, was a victory for the power of social
media to challenge facts, reinterpret history, to distort
reality. The election confirmed social media’s insidious
power to control the message and to frame the national
debate. The Filipino people elected ‘Bongbong’ Marcos Jr.,

4



but it was social media’s manipulation of the message that
persuaded them to vote for the son of a dictator. The result
was undeniable: Marcos Jr. won the election, but social
media won the campaign. I thought Marcos had been
consigned to history. But who was writing the history
books? ‘Bongbong” Marcos spoke of a man I did not know.

Ferdinand Marcos, the dictator whose ruthlessness
I had chronicled for a decade, who was driven from the
Philippines by exuberant People Power, and who had
died in exile, was now being reinvented and reimagined
by social media as a titan, a progressive, a doer of
good deeds whose legacy was a stable and progressive
Philippines. A social media cavalcade of misinformation,
sanitised stories, and revised facts had twisted reality. It
was revisionist history peddled by ‘Bongbong’ Marcos
and his followers. As a young man, ‘Bongbong’ had
witnessed his father’s voracious misdeeds, he had even
joined him in exile. But now the centrepiece of Marcos
Jr’s grab for power - for his turn to be president — was
a highly calibrated disinformation campaign to venerate
and exonerate his father; to upturn history. And he won.
The historical narrative was upended. In the eyes of many
young Filipinos, ‘Marcosian’ history has become the
nation’s true history. To these Marcos devotees, my on-
the-scene stories were falsehoods, and my memories were
imaginings. For almost four decades these memories had
languished at the back of my mind, but now there was an
urgency for them to be told, to counter the untruths.

My memory of the Marcos years mirrors the
experiences of so many others. These stories must be
told to a disbelieving younger generation captured by
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social media’s distortions and lies: a counterfactual world
of duplicity and malevolence. Under Marcos, I saw the
country’s wilful decimation, the trampling of human
rights, the hubris driven and voracious pillaging of the
economy, not the nirvana his modern-day supporters
claim.

Those Filipinos who lived through the Marcos years
know what they experienced, saw, and felt. They know the
truth, and the reality, and no social media avalanche of
lies by history deniers and political charlatans can change
that.

History needs the verification of no one. It cannot be
altered to suit anyone’s needs. History is an assemblage
of facts that defines a nation, that can never be denied,
falsified, or qualified by outrageous lies or deeds, because
truth underpins facts. History should never be cynically
manipulated nor whitewashed for devious and crude
political ends. But it has been. I once thought that history
was inviolable. But no. A false historical narrative has
gained a foothold in the Philippines through social media,
and it can’t go unchallenged.

Social media is riddled with contorted half-truths and
calculated lies. It is deception - deliberate, coordinated,
and systematic deception - when incontrovertible
historical facts are disregarded and ignored by social
media manipulators. They relentlessly use lies and
half-truths to cleanse the Marcos name, champion his
reputation, sanitise his authoritarian rule, and fabricate a
blemish-free account of his despotic rule.

Marcos left a caustic legacy. But his son drew sickening
inspiration from Marcos’s lie-strewn life. To him, his

6



father was the hero, the benefactor, not the dictator. The
past was good, not bad. History had to be reinterpreted,
revised, rewritten to make it so. And the way to do it was
through social media. Filipinos are among the world’s
top Internet users (eight hours and 52 minutes per day)
according to Meltwater, an international online media
monitoring company. Those aged 16 to 24 spend three
hours and 34 minutes each day on social media, more
than an hour longer than the world average. Facebook is
the most popular social media app, and YouTube is the
most used platform. The Internet is where most Filipinos
get their news.

Well before ‘Bongbong’ became president, apologists
and propagandists were able to reconstruct and reinterpret
his father’s reputation by telling different ‘truths” about a
benign and successful Marcos. Blitzed by social media’s
barrage of lies, most young Filipinos, according to the
polls, believe what they read, hear, and see.

Combatting the lies with truth is vital. Truth must be
told to preserve the Philippines rightful place in history.
That’s the purpose of this book. It is not a book about
politics in the Philippines today. Rather, it is about politics
in the Philippines more than four decades ago which give
context and relevance to contemporary Philippine politics.
To know the past is to understand the present. The chapters
of this book cover a brutal period in Philippine history
subsumed by an insatiable powermonger - Ferdinand
Marcos — who manipulated the system, brutalised the
nation, and created an all-powerful political culture that
laid the groundwork for his son’s ascendancy.

For many years, when Marcos was at the height of his
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power, his overwhelming dominance of the Philippines
fascinated me and ultimately determined my future. From
afar, and as a budding foreign correspondent, Marcos
filled my head. It was his presence - a ruthless dictator
in a country of democratic traditions - that kindled my
interest in the Philippines. And it's where I chose to try
my luck as a 25-year-old journalist in search of a story. I
found plenty. I arrived in Manila in 1977 with a backpack,
a typewriter, and a burning ambition to be a foreign
correspondent. What I stumbled into was a jarring,
exhilarating era of political volatility which upturned
the fabric of Philippine society and realigned the nation’s
political trajectory. I achieved my childhood goal, became
a radio and newspaper correspondent, and 10 years later,
with my Filipina wife, left the Philippines with several
suitcases, an upgraded typewriter, and plenty of memories.

I had reported on a decade of turmoil, tumult, and
change; witnessed an autocracy supplant democracy,
and then watched as the suppression grew and worsened
until a fractious military revolt garnered the mass support
needed to dislodge the tyrant and send him into exile. The
Philippines was the fulfilment of a journalistic ambition to
become a foreign correspondent, which was nurtured in
my childhood and achieved in my early adulthood.

There are some things I call ‘big picture moments’ and
others I refer to as ittle picture memories. They jostle for
place in my memories queue. Undoubtedly, the People
Power revolution was a ‘big picture moment’  had been in
the Philippines long enough to absorb the importance of
that moment; I could only image how Filipinos felt. They
were not just witnessing history, they were making history,

8



for they knew what they did over those four days could
determine the nation’s future. Right there, right then,
their decisions and their actions put them in command
of history.

My ‘little picture memories” are some of the clearest,
the most heart rendering, and the most inspiring. Noble
people populate my memory, people on the boundaries
of big events; disempowered people fighting for justice
and for a better life; poor people confronting misery, and
hunger; and downtrodden people denied respect and
robbed of their human rights. I met inspiring people and
resilient people, but shattered and distraught people too.
Their experiences deserve to be heard, must be heard,
if others are to escape a similar fate. That these things
happened at all is reason enough for these stories to be
told in the hope that they never happen again. I am not
a historian, and this is not a history book. Nor is it an
autobiography or a diary; the chronological narrative is
missing. It's a book of recollections, some I'd rather forget
but can't, and people I'll never forget and won't.

Events make the pages of history. Personal stories
rarely do. In this book, I have tried to strike a balance. Even
though they are not as consequential as the overthrowing
of a dictator, the myriad ‘victim” and ‘witness” stories of
injustice, violence, harassment, and intimidation rattled
my impartiality and changed me, from an observer to a
recorder of events. Mine was a world of typewriters and
telephones, well before the Internet, mobile phones, and
laptop computers. It was both a journey of discovery
and a mission of maturity; from cub reporter to foreign
correspondent; from childhood dreams to adult reality.
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On my first day in the Philippines, I stepped off the
plane into a one-man dictatorship. And when that man
was overthrown and died in exile, I believed the name
Marcos died too and could never be redeemed. Today,
the deeply sad reality is that the name Marcos must be
qualified - Ferdinand Marcos Sr. or Ferdinand Marcos Jr.?
The son has proudly inherited the legacy of the father.

The Marcos years saw the ruination of the nation’s
institutions, trampled in Marcos’s inexorable march to
power. For a decade I watched the entrenchment of a
dictatorship, and when Marcos boarded a U.S. helicopter
and fled the country never to return, I witnessed the end
of the Marcos epoch. At least, I thought I did.

It is this decade - 1977 to 1987 - that I write about.
This is the period I lived through. These are the events
I witnessed first-hand. The repercussions of yesterday’s
events can be felt today, particularly when it comes to the
Philippines presidency. But I cannot claim the validation
of hindsight, nor the wisdom of foresight. In the following
pages, I write about the things I knew then, not coloured
by the things I know now. Back then, for instance, I was
convinced the politically astute and ambitious Imee
Marcos was being groomed to succeed her father, rather
than the unsavvy political dilettante, ‘Bongbong’ Marcos.

Had I stayed and remained a foreign correspondent
in the Philippines no doubt my opinions would have
changed and evolved. But I left in 1987, emotionally
saddled by sadness, melancholia, anger, and frustration.
When I looked around, I felt despair, not inspiration.
Rebellious military malcontents threatened to dislodge
the newly installed Aquino Government. In the streets,
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popular protests had got rid of Marcos, but People Power
proved no match against the entrenched party-political
machinery of vested interests and oligarchs.

Unable to control or direct the exuberance and
novelty of People Power, the Philippines traditional power
brokers instead championed a swift return to the ways
of old. Power was restored to the powerful with a new
constitution. Once again, the people’s hopes for change
were dashed. And the old-style American-inspired
presidential political system - despite its acknowledged
faults — reasserted itself without any real consideration of
the alternative: a parliamentary form of government.

Among the rich and powerful, I sensed a hankering
for the familiarity of the past. Even with Marcos gone,
the ambivalence of Filipinos to democracy remained. I
found it perverse. Filipinos hold an uncontested belief in
the righteousness of the direct election of the president by
the people. But beneath this avowed commitment is the
widely held pragmatic view that sometimes in national
turmoil or crisis the need for a ‘strongman’ president is
justifiable and necessary; someone to take quick decisive
action to restore law and order, to bring things under
control. Marcos was a ‘strongman’ But the wrong one.
And the wrong kind.

Ningas kugon is a phrase used to describe a well-
acknowledged trait of Filipinos who erupt with sudden
enthusiasm and excitement about something new or
untried. And then, just as quickly, this commitment wanes
and burns itself out like a ‘spot fire. Without direction,
commitment, and leadership, the spirit of ningas kugon did
not live on beyond Manila’s revolution of the streets. With
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Marcos gone, the worst was over, and things returned to
normal. The ‘spot fire’ went out.

The People Power revolution, born from oppression,
ignited by anger, motivated by popular will, toppled an
autocracy. Marcos fled. On the surface, things changed,
but beneath the surface, there was a disturbing sameness —
familiar faces, unresolved disputes, unkept promises, and
unfulfilled hopes.

The four-day revolution was years in the making,
but in the years following its significance and long-term
impact declined, especially among the young who had no
first-hand knowledge of the events their parents had lived
through.

To the Marcoses, the history they chose to believe was
the disjointed history that suited them, that vindicated
Marcos - the tenth president of the republic - and
smoothed the way for the ascendency of Marcos’s son —
the seventeenth president of the republic - who took up
residence in the same palace his father abandoned to a
riotous Manila 36 years earlier. It was achieved with the
connivance of social media which mythologised and
propagandised the Marcos name.

Over the years, things changed but the past returned.

Anger drove me to write this book. I was driven by
the need - inconceivable in pre-social media times -
to correct perniciously contrived Philippine ‘history’
promulgated by the vanquished for political purpose.
‘Bongbong’ Marcos rode to power on a wave of historical
revisionism that angered me deeply. I was there. I know
what happened. I saw it happen. I needed to write it down.
These Marcos devotees were tampering with history,
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contemporary history so recent that I had lived through
it, witnessed it. My story — decades old but still relevant
- needed telling at a time when truth was under attack
in the very country in which I spent 10 years of my life.
I was an eyewitness to a corrupt and brutal regime and
because of that, I felt obligated to tell current and future
generations of Filipinos the truth. By honouring truth,
history is preserved.

For more than three decades, my memories of the
Philippines and Asia went undisturbed. I had returned
to Australia, a foreign correspondent with an unusable
thermal typewriter that was soon discarded; cassette
recordings that eventually oxidised and had to be thrown
out; boxes of radio news scripts written on thermal paper
so faded that they were dumped; and a tape recorder that,
to this day, remains somewhere in some cupboard.

Any thoughts of writing about those ‘Asia years’
seemed fanciful, downright boastful. Besides, I had
no diary, only a few scatty notes. But memories linger.
Memories don't have ‘use by’ dates. The calendar doesn’t
determine when memories fade or lose relevance. Mine
didn't. And haven't. They sprang to life on hearing
‘Bongbong’ Marcos invoke positive images of his father in
his presidential election campaign speeches. Every time
he extolled his father’s record, I felt incensed. And each
time my infuriation rekindled dormant memories. That’s
when I began to write.

My recollections vault was my source, and the clarity
astounded me. Recollections tumbled randomly to front
of mind; people and incidents presumably forgotten but
obviously never erased sprang forth to remind me of
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the decade I spent in the Philippines. Other incidents in
Southeast Asia crowded my mind and jostled for attention
too. These were intertwined memories of other Southeast
Asian countries I travelled through on my way to the
Philippines where I weathered my journalistic blooding
as a foreign correspondent.

The events I witnessed and the people I met in these
countries rounded out my reporter’s on-the-ground
tuition and convinced me that the story I wanted to tell
was about becoming a foreign correspondent. What I
have written is not a handbook on how a person becomes
a foreign correspondent. Rather, it is how I became a
foreign correspondent. Me. How I did it. Like the novice
I was, I learned as I went, with no mentors to learn from,
no rules to follow. I had the necessities: a typewriter, a
telephone, a bit of daring, and lots of curiosity.

When I left Australia, alone, on my first international
flight — bound for Malaysia — I didn’t have a return ticket.
That was a commitment I couldn't and wouldn’'t make. To
do so would have confined my travels to a schedule and
put a mental dampener on my itinerary-free travel plans.
In any case, it all seemed inconsequential hours later
when, over Indonesia, it appeared we were about to crash
into the Timor Sea.
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