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FOREWORD

José Rizal once said, in a burst of anti-racist rhetoric, “Genius
knows no country.” In the same vein, truth and scholarship
know no nationalities. It is a fallacy to think that a Filipino
writing about Philippine History but lacking the methodology
and perspective is more of a scholar than a foreigner who writes
about us and yet respectful of the historical method and
respectful of our culture and people. And by the way, if we are
against the racism of the West, don’t we realize that many times
our misplaced nationalism and regionalism had made us racist
as well? A good scholar is a good scholar whatever nationality
he came from.
Hence, I see Bob Couttie’s Fool’s Gold as a testament to
Bob’s love for the Filipino people, despite being born British, in
a time of so much historical distortion easily proliferated in the
social media. Thus, the book is a powerful weapon, a ready
reference.
First, he has lived here for such a long time in various places
including Subic and Balangiga (places important to the themes
he has written extensively about). He is an author, actor and
screenwriter who was one of those who wrote the film on the
twilight of the US bases in the Philippines, Goodbye America.
He is also the author of Hang The Dogs: The True Tragic
History of the Balangiga Massacre.
Second, Fool’s Gold was created respecting the intellectual
capacity of the Filipino. The popular writer in him made him
put together his prose as simple, uncomplicated and clear. It is
readable for the ordinary folk who understands English and is
not littered with unnecessary details some historians and
historical writers, including myself, sometimes drown our works
with. Yet, his arguments are fully documented and the way he
wrote this book is in fact, a demonstration of how historical
evidence—both primary and secondary—can be used to resolve
historical controversies.
iv

Third, Fool’s Gold is superbly the most comprehensive onevolume summary of most historical myths in the Philippines,
the best so far by anyone. You may see long works dealing with
a myth or two or web articles and television shows listing them.
I even recently gave a webinar on them. But Fool’s Gold is one
comprehensive book where they are all tackled together along
with the citations for the evidences to deal with them.
But of course historians remind us that mere fact-checking is
not enough. We do not stop at correcting errors of the past.
Beyond trivia, these misconceptions and disinformation
affected the attitudes of Filipinos towards many things,
including about our own identity and how we view ourselves.
Views about our ancestors affected how we deal with other
people and how we faced our relationship with America, for
example. In the end, truth is important and resolution of such
historical blunders can lead us to a better understanding of
ourselves. We cannot face the world if we do not know
ourselves.
In this work, one realizes that historical disinformation,
misinformation and the so-called “fake news” is not a new
phenomenon. They arise or are created to fulfill a certain need,
or to express frustrations in certain period on our history. They
are often pushed and proliferated by contemporary agenda and
politics, and often fade away when the fad is gone. Thus Fool’s
Gold is actually a message of hope that when the dust settles it
is the evidence that will remain and endure. Because indeed
history can actually be revised in a good and bad way, new
evidences are found, new misconceptions will be born and new
disinformation will be made, but the historical methodology will
always remain the same.
In one of the chapters, some might mistake Bob to be
attacking historians. He doesn’t. He knew that many of the
earlier historians did not willfully distort history, since they
were working on previous data, but he also reminds us that
sometimes errors are created due to carelessness. He also
makes us aware that shameless distortion of history is
happening.
Bob always says, “Never trust a historian, not even me.”
Those short of understanding are easily offended by this
v

statement. Real historians are not offended for it is actually a
statement of humility that historians and history tellers are not
infallible. Hence, our capacity to unlearn, admit mistakes and
not be arrogant about our points. It is also a call to take
everything with a grain of salt, a call to be more critical of
information being given, especially coming from human beings.
It is a call so timely today more than ever. As we historians
always say “Do not believe me, analyze my sources.” We are
humble enough to know we are trusted for the sources we
present.
For it is true that if a person posits himself as infallible about
history and lambasts all other historians in a burst of arrogance,
it is the number one sign that the person should never be
trusted about historical matters.
Bob did not start as a writer of history but he ventured on the
history of the Balangiga Confict. Working on this he developed
respect for most historians and their craft, having read their
works and being exposed to them in the process. I might have
initial reservations about Hang The Dogs when I first read it
having been written by a foreigner, but it is a work that clarified
the exaggerations about Balangiga, especially about the
retaliation made by the Americans to the local population. My
nationalist feelings cannot be superseded by the data he
presented. For this, along with Rolando Borrinaga, he is
considered one of the main historians of the Balangiga conflict.
Their clarifications about history may have helped in bridging
more understanding about the conflict that led, among other
things, to the decision of the United States Government to
return the Balangiga Bells, taken by the Americans as war
trophy after the conflict, back to the country.
The respect other historians accord to him is a testament of
their appreciation of his methodology. He lives in Balangiga
now and is respected by the community there, having become
an ‘Adopted son of Balangiga’.
He told me he is still
uncomfortable calling himself a historian even if historians call
him as such, but he takes it as a challenge to do better.
I am honored that Bob made me one of the first to read his
latest work, and more honored he asked me to write this
foreword. For I should say, Fool’s Gold is not just a chest
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containing nuggets of golden information to stop foolishness,
but rather a real treasure towards a more critical, informed, and
wise Philippines. For if genius knows no country, foolishness
doesn’t know one as well.

Michael Charleston “Xiao” B. Chua
Filipino Public Historian
28 September 2020, 119th anniversary of the Battle of Balangiga
Xiao Chua is a professorial lecturer at the De La Salle
University Manila and is one of the most active public
historians in the Philippines
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PREFACE

We can read books about that distant land we call history
but, like travel books, they may be as much fable as fact and
they may tell us what we want to be true rather than what is
true.
There is nothing new about this. When ancient Greeks went
to marvel at the Great Pyramid of Kheops in Egypt, a tourist
attraction even then, guides provided fanciful tales about the
age and purpose of the structures. Those tales were accepted
and repeated by some of the great philosophers and
commentators of Ancient Greece to be accepted as fact up until
relatively recent times.
Using false information for political purposes is of long
coinage. Marie-Antoinette’s “Let them eat cake” was a false
quote intended to inspire a revolution in the late 18 th century.
More recently a false quote attributed to the late Philippine
President Corazon Aquino indicating that she wanted Filipino
to suffer is intended to reverse the Philippine Revolution of
1986 which removed Ferdnand Marcos from power.
History is a country of shifting sands - it is not fixed in place,
like an immovable rock. As previously unknown data emerges
and old events are re-considered, our knowledge of the past
expands, changes, takes on a different shape.
That dynamism is part of what makes history research
exciting and surprising. The great thing about it is that one does
not have to have a degree in history to make a valid
contribution and be recognised as a de facto historian, although
a formal course of study certainly helps.
If one learns to ‘do’ history, accepts the disciplines involved,
seeks to address the problems of one’s own biases, and enjoys
the hunt for the elusive truth off the well-beaten paths, there is
nothing to stop anyone enhancing our knowledge of Philippine
history – because there is a lot of it.
Just imagine every television telenovella, action series, crime
ix

story, thriller and romance rolled into one great story. Now,
imagine that it is the story of your family, your community, your
nation, in other words the story of what made you who you are.
History is exactly that. It is about you.
Most people active on social media can give examples of
others telling lies about them, or gossip – tsismis – circulating
about them, or misunderstandings about what they have said or
done. It is irritating and sometimes upsetting.
The same things happen in the telling of history, the story of
you. It distorts our sense of history, our sense of ourselves and
our place in the nation’s story.
When I first came to the Philippines in 1980, history books
told me that the first Filipinos were short, crinkly-haired, flatnosed and dark skinned, that the islands had been occupied by
successive waves of migration across land-bridges, that
Magellan had a Visayan slave called Enrique and that the
earliest legal code written in the Philippines was the Code of
Kalantiaw, that American troops slaughtered one in five people
on the island of Samar.
Each of these has fallen by the wayside in the years since.
Does it matter? Recently, in a Facebook debate, a
commentator cited the long debunked Code of Kalantiaw as an
example of early Filipino sophistication and civilization but he
had not read it and was unaware that it had been exposed as a
fraud. The code paints the early Filipino as a savage, ruled by an
uncivilized psychopath whose punishments for a curiously
bizarre list of infractions were torture and death.
The code debased the early Filipino, making them a
Hispanized Filipino’s stereotype of how Filipinos behaved
before the arrival of Christianity and before the Philippines
became the Philippines.
That Hispanised Filipino was Jose E.Marco.
It is just one example of how an outright fraud corrupted
Philippine historical knowledge to the detriment of people’s
understanding of ancient Filipinos. Another is the damage done
to the Tasaday by allegations of a hoax, which itself was a hoax.
Correcting falsehoods and inaccuracies can affect today’s
real world in surprising ways. When the Balangiga Research
Group, BRG, began its investigations into the Battle of Balangiga
x

and the bells that were taken from the town. there was a range
of misinformation, errors, and different narratives within and
between the Philippines and the United States which served to
provide a rationale for denying the return of the bells to the
parish of Balangiga.
The BRG’s output contributed to the eventual return of the
bells by providing objective, verifiable information as accurately
as possible.
Today, at a time when unparalleled access to documents and
primary sources is available digitally, we are flooded with
historical revisionism to support political agendas. Falsehood
has been weaponised as never before and democracy and
freedom and the welfare and future of everything we know and
care for is under threat.
It is a war on truth.
As the 2019 Conference of the Philippine Historical
Association, which focussed on addressing such distortions,
shows, historians are fighting back against politicised
revisionism, and engagement of historians with the public
should be an essential part of that process.
However, this collection of frauds, fallacies and fables is not
merely intended to correct a range of popular, often outdated,
misconceptions about Philippine history but to encourage
critical thinking, supporting a questioning curiosity about the
past, one that asks that most dangerous of questions “How do
we know that to be true?”
If we apply that critical thinking skill to everything we hear,
read or watch then we will be better armed against the
falsehoods that seek to influence us and persuade us to be
complicit in our own imprisonment and oppression.
Bob Couttie
Balangiga, Eastern Samar, Philippines.
October 2020
Note: Whenever possible references to sources and citations are
linked to digitised media easily available on the internet so that
readers can consult them for themselves.
After all, never trust a historian. Not even me.
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THE REEL STORY OF LM JOHNSON

Lewis Marcina Johnson is known to just about everyone who
has studied the Philippine struggle for independence – he is the
North American citizen who gets a name-check in the
Philippine Declaration of Independence as Colonel of Artillery.
Colonel of whose artillery?
The answer to that question leads us on a path from a war
between Chile and Peru, to hotels in Hawaii, to an aborted
rebellion against the Qing dynasty in China, to the film industry
in Shanghai, a failed entry into the nascent film business in
Manila, the opening salvos of the Spanish-American War and
the so-called ‘mock Battle of Manila’ seen through the eyes of
the last American left in the city.
It is a packed agenda.
A number of fallacies have grown up around Johnson, from
him being Dewey’s secretary to being a US Army colonel to
being a retired US Army veteran.
Would a US Army Colonel be a mere secretary to a US Navy
Commodore? Vanishingly unlikely. And it doesn’t help that
Dewey did have a secretary, Ensign Harry Handly Caldwell,
who in later years would become America’s first submarine
captain1. He died in 19392.
As we shall see, Johnson never served in any capacity in the
US military.
So what do we really know about a man whose sole claim to
fame is that he signed the Philippine Declaration of
1

https://www.history.navy.mil/research/publications/documentaryhistories/united-states-navy-s/the-battle-of-manila/ensign-harry-hcaldw-0.html, Accessed 20 July 2020.
2

https://www.nytimes.com/1939/04/28/archives/hh-caldwell-aideto-admiral-dewey-retired-naval-officer-was-the.html, Accessed 20
July 2020
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Independence? Wait – Did he sign the declaration?
Or does he have a far bigger claim to fame?
RM Taylor’s The Philippine Insurrection Against the United
States hints that Johnson’s rank was not genuine:
“(Aguinaldo sent invitations to Dewey, who did
not come to the declaration) It was, however,
important to Aguinaldo that some American should
be there whom the assembled people would consider
a representative of the United States. “Colonel”
Johnson, ex-hotel keeper of Shanghai, who was in
the Philippines exhibiting a cinematograph [Davis
cite here], kindly consented to appear on this
occasion as Aguinaldo’s chief of artillery and the
representative of the North American nation. His
name does not appear subsequently among the
papers of Aguinaldo. It is possible that his position as
a colonel and chief of artillery was a merely
temporary one which enabled him to appear in a
uniform which would befit the character of the
representative of a great people upon so solemn an
occasion.”
Taylor was citing an 1899 book, Our Conquests in the Pacific by
Oscar King Davis3, a correspondent for the New York Sun who
arrived in Manila aboard the UST Australia with General
Anderson on 1 July 1898. That actual mention of Johnson gives
far more information about him which cross-references with
other information and suggests that Taylor was being somewhat
disingenuous in his analysis of why Johnson was féted at
Malolos.
Other than the mention of Johnson in the Declaration of
Independence, that is about as far as he ever gets into the
history books. Taylor is wrong on several counts.
If we follow up Taylor’s citation, from Oscar King Davis we
find this brief gem of information:
3

Davis, Oscar King, Our conquests in the Pacific New York, F. A.
Stokes company [1899]., p107. Available digitally here
https://archive.org/details/ourconquestsinpa00davi
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“On the morning of the 6th (July 1898) we started,
five newspapermen, an interpreter, and “Colonel”
Johnson, an American soldier of fortune who is here
as Aguinaldo’s Chief of Ordnance. He ran a hotel The Astor House – in Shanghai for a while and
came down here on a cinematograph proposition,
now the insurgents are guarding his machine in Lipa
and he is showing them how to handle smooth bore
cannon here. We had with us Mr. Charvet, a
Frenchman born in New York, who was Jonhson’s
partner in the cinematograph. He speaks Spanish
fluently.4”
By this time, then, the Declaration had been signed – on 12
June – and it seems Johnson was actively fighting the Spanish
under Aguinaldo.
Before Manila
Lewis Marcina Johnson was born in Maine, USA, to George W
Johnson, a US national. Hannah, his mother was Canadian.
George Johnson had a successful business, Burrell-Johnson Iron
Co. Ltd., making steam engines and vessels for Yarmouth’s busy
maritime industry, was part-owner of the Yarmouth Steam Tug
Company. He set up the first insurance company in Nova
Scotia. Some sources describe him as ‘Canadian-born’, in fact,
the family lived in Canada but Johnson’s father had taken his
mother to Maine for his birth so that Lewis could take
American citizenship.
We cannot yet be sure when he was born but his parts
celebrated their Golden Wedding in September 1908 which
suggests he might have been born in 1859. He may have been
named after his mother’s father, Lewis Bradbury.
We do know that Lewis became an adventurer, occasional
soldier of fortune, maybe smuggler, hotel manager and movie
mogul. But let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves.
His first known military adventure, at about 20 years old, was
during the Chile-Peru conflict of 1879-1883. He may have been
4

King, page 107
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involved in other conflicts in South America. He is known to
have served in an, as yet undetermined, South American
Republic navy.
In 1885 a Lewis Marsena Johnson married Minnie Eva
Holbrook. It is fairly safe to assume this is our Mr. Johnson. We
do not know whether that Mrs. Johnson died, or they were
divorced, or he skipped out and his later marriage was
bigamous.
We next find him in Hawaii in the 1890s. Significantly, he ran
a shooting gallery in Honolulu by mid-1890. Johnson is a
common enough name so we cannot be sure that he was the
photographer mentioned in an 1892 newspaper report as being
fined a then-hefty $25 for possessing obscene photographs. He
did, however, acquire a launch operating a water-taxi-type
service and in 1894 started a short-lived Wells-Fargo-type
message and package delivery service. In 1895 he emerged as
co-owner of The Eagle, advertised as a first class family hotel.
Until 1893 Hawaii was a monarchy under Queen
Liliʻuokalani, then she was overthrown by American
businessmen and replaced by a provisional government and
became an independent Republic until 12 August, 1898 when it
was annexed by the United States. It did not become a state
until 1959.
Johnson was a member of the National Guard of Hawaii in
1895, Company D, when a rebellion broke out to reinstall the
Queen, who herself denied any connection with it. He gets a
name check as a gunner at the Battle of Moiliili on 7 January
that year.
As a Private he was appointed gunner and was responsible
for an Austrian field gun. Says a history of the rebellion
“Johnson has become very skillful with this gun and can throw a
shell into any clump of bushes pointed out” 5.
So, he was in the National Guard of the Republic of Hawaii,
became responsible for the armoury and reached the rank of
5

The Rebellion of 1895: A Complete History of the Insurrection
Against the Republic of Hawaii, Hawaiian Star 1895, Hawaii,
Digital copy available
https://archive.org/stream/rebellionof1895c00tows/rebellionof189
5c00tows_djvu.txt Accessed 10 November 2016
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Sergeant Major. He was a non-commissioned officer and there
was no promotional pathway for him to become a Colonel.
The cap shown in a newspaper picture, taken from a
photograph, appears to be part of the uniform of the National
Guard of Hawaii.
Johnson ran into financial problems with the Eagle House
and tried to leave Hawaii but was stopped by his partner. On 20
October 1895, however, the Evening Bulletin reported that,
although not on the passenger list, he had left without objection
aboard the SS China:
“Mr. Johnson leaves Honolulu under engagement
by the local branch of the Chinese Revolutionary
Society to take a high position in their ranks, and
part of his duties will be to take charge of their arms
and ammunition and assist in the drilling of new
recruits. It is said he is to receive $300 per month for
his services.”
Three other men were on the same ship to join the
Revolutionary Society.
This links Johnson to the man sometimes called the father of
modern China – Sun Yat Sen - who had been raised in
Honolulu as a teenager. He set up the Revive China Society in
Honolulu in 1894 to finance a revolt against the Q’ing dynasty.
Things did not go well. There was an abortive revolt in 1895
which was swiftly put down and the organiser, of the society,
Sun Yat Sen, then in Hong Kong, fled into exile in London and
Japan. Johnson fled to British-controlled Hong Kong and safety
without ever having been paid.
His next stop was the Astor House Hotel.
Astor House Hotel, established in 1846 as Richards’ Hotel
and Restaurant on The Bund in Shanghai, existed until January
2018 when it was shut to turn into office spaces. Apart from
being supposedly the finest hotel for foreigners in the city at the
time and an important social centre, it was also a meeting place
for smugglers.
Authorities in Hong Kong were strict on smuggling, including
arms, but Shanghai was very different.
7
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On 7 July 1896, Johnson married Ms. Marcello Olsen, a
former hat store worker from Hawaii in a ceremony at the
Astor House Hotel.
Meanwhile, about the same time, the Philippine Revolution
against Spain got under-way.
In April 1897 a “Professor” Maurice Charvet first
demonstrated the Cinematograph in Hong Kong. It was, almost
certainly, a pirated copy of the Lumiere Brothers machine.
Johnson was keen for new attractions to increase custom to the
hotel and he had an eye open for business opportunities.
In May that year he started showing films at the Astor House
and based on their success teamed up with Charvet and, as
“Johnson and Charvet”, demonstrated the new movies around
China, Hong Kong, and Shanghai.
He often sinicised his name to Yong Soon in publicity
materials.
Johnson was a key player in the development of cinema in
China, the first to show film on the mainland.
Cinema arrived in the Philippines in January 1897 with a
Spaniard called Pertierra using a Demeny-Gaumont
chronophotograph camera/projector then, in August that year,
another Spaniard, Ramos, opened a salon showing Lumiere
films, but soon abandoned the effort.
The problem for Johnson and others was a limited library of
short films. The wonder of the silent moving picture was
wearing thin and there was not enough new product entering
the business and little that was of interest to the
overwhelmingly Chinese audience.
Johnson’s last known cinema performance in China was in
January 1898. Sometime between then and March 1898 he
upped sticks and went to Manila with his now-pregnant wife
and his business partner, Maurice Charvet, and a probably
pirated cinematograph machine that could both record and
project film.
It was in November 1897 that Philippine revolutionaries went
into exile in Hong Kong. They had fought the Spanish to a
stand-still, had no money, and few guns, problems the Spanish
did not have. A deal was done, the junta was exiled with
promises of reforms and a promised payment of 800,000
8
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Mexican dollars, of which 400,000 was given to Aguinaldo. The
Spanish may thought they’d broken the back of the revolution
and barring something like the Spanish-American War, problem
solved.
They may have gambled on the Junta falling apart in
squabbles over money but Aguinaldo fought off challenges by
others to get their hands on the money and kept it intact.
The Junta, awaited an opportunity to kick-start the
revolution in the Philippines and needed to buy arms and
smuggle them into the Philippines. Johnson often visited Hong
Kong and, given his background, it would be strange indeed if
he was unaware, or uninterested in the Junta and what was
happening in the Philippines.
What happened next is best left to him to explain, and
explain he did.
Johnson and Two Battles
In early 1898 Johnson was preparing to leave Manila for Paris
and waiting for his wife to recover from the birth of their
daughter, Marcella Carmencita Johnson, on 10th April 1898. By
the end of that year he had become chief of staff for Emilio
Aguinaldo, raised to the rank of colonel, trained Philippine
forces in artillery, and taken part in the fighting against the
Spanish.
At least, according to Johnson himself.
Two friends in Hawaii persuaded him to write an account of
his experiences. Sadly, at least for now, the photographs that
accompanied his letter have yet to surface.
The letter was written while the Malolos National Assembly
meeting was underway, having started in mid-September and
disbanded in mid-November and after the Paris Treaty
negotiations had begun on 1 October that year so it was most
likely written during October.
“You wished to know how I fared in Manila after
the U. S. Consul and all Americans with the
exception of Mrs. Johnson and myself had left the
city.
9

