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	Trip Report – Philippines (Part I)
September 2006


(On the 20th anniversary of my first trip to the Republic of the Philippines, I decided to revisit my first attempt at writing.  This column contains a summary of my “award winning” Trip Report that I wrote while TDY in Manila.  I went three times in 1986 and 1987. The purpose of these trips was to help the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) get their mainframe computer up and running and to design and program a new supply system.)



 (This is the first of 2 parts)
THE COUP 

27 August 1987 Headlines - Fire rages at Armed Forces Headquarters in Quezon City during the mutiny

This was the day we were supposed to leave for the Philippines.  My son Mike and I went to play golf in the morning at Bay View Golf Course and when we got home, I found out that George Lampros (our team leader) had called and said that our trip has been delayed.  A violent COUP attempt was going on in Manila.  I turned on the TV and sure enough they were fighting in the streets of Manila and there were bodies and blood all over the place.  The attack by mutineer soldiers lead by COL Gregorio “Gringo” Honasan was the fifth and bloodiest COUP attempt since Corazon Aquino took office 18 months ago.  More than 60 people were killed and over 100 were injured.  The 800 rebel soldiers staged the attack at the same time at several key locations in Manila.  About 1500 more troops joined the rebels and it was touch and go for awhile until the troops loyal to Aquino began to get the upper hand.  Camp Aquinaldo was the last place the rebels held before surrendering.  Gringo and a few hundred mutineers took over the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) Headquarters Building.  The AFP Marines were unable to re-capture the building so GEN Fidel Ramos made the decision to BOMB his own office building.  I guess the AFP Air Force don’t get too much bombing practice because on their first attempt, they not only missed the Headquarters Building, they missed the whole base.  The bomb landed in a residential district destroying a dozen homes and killing several people.  On the second attempt, the bomb landed in an empty field on the base.  The third and fourth attempts were direct hits on the building.  The building and all of its contents were destroyed.  The COUP attempt was over!  During the confusion, Gringo escaped by helicopter. 
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	Republic of the Philippines Flag
	AFP Headquarters Building


MANILA AIRPORT 

3 September 1987 Headlines - Honasan says he won’t give up – Political Struggle next after RP uprising – Rebels Plan Secret Regime

Our TDY Trip to Manila was re-scheduled for 3-30 September.  George and I were leaving on the third of September and Sam Inoue was to join us on the fifth.  George was the Team Leader, Sam was the Systems Analyst, and I was the Computer Programmer.  George arrived at the Honolulu Airport about 2 minutes before the plane was scheduled to leave.  He had had an asthma attack and had to go to the hospital.  He did not look good!  In Japan, George had another asthma attack while we were waiting for our flight from Narita to Manila.  I had to carry all my stuff and most of George’s.  We made it to the Manila Airport and when I pulled my Government briefcase off the baggage belt, the handle come off and I had to put it under my arm so that I could carry everything of mine and some of George’s stuff.  You don’t set anything down or let anybody help you carry anything at the airport or else it will disappear in a split second. When you leave the customs area, the first thing that hits you is the 100 degree heat along with matching humidity.  You start sweating immediately.  The next thing that hits you is about a 1000 people and almost all of them are out to get your money or some of your belongings.  Along with the people waiting to meet friends and family are the thieves, pickpockets, taxi drivers, and the beggars.  We were lucky because the hotel van was waiting for us and we managed to get out of the airport and to the hotel without too much of a hassle.  We were staying at the Admiral Hotel, which is one of the older and more reasonably priced hotels in the Manila Bay area.  I asked for a room on the third or fourth floor.  I worry a lot about fires ever since I was in a bad hotel fire in Korea.  The hotel clerk gave me a room on the eighth floor.  After checking out the fire escapes, I went to my room and found the backup fire escape.  A rope!  I figured my rope would reach about half way to the ground.  I had a nice large room with a beautiful view of Manila Bay.  Manila Bay is beautiful from a distance but when you get closer, it reminds you of a big sewer pool.  Millions of people must dump their garbage and human waste in there every day.  It really stinks!!  There are about 10 ships anchored in the bay.  These are the same 10 ships that were there a year ago when I first come to the Philippines.  The ship owners went broke and just left them sitting there.  The AFP and Philippine Government are using a couple of these ships to house the mutineer rebel soldiers that they captured during the COUP attempt. 
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	Manila Bay at Sunset

(View from the Admiral Hotel)
	Manila Garden Hotel

(We stayed here on our first trip)


RENT-A-CAR 

4-5 September 1987 Headlines – Fierce 15-hour battle kills 13 in RP - Reporter, Policeman Survive Ambush – Two Top Rebels Killed  
George and I went to pick up our rent-a-car.  We thought we were getting a bargain at $200 a week but found out that the rate had gone up to $280 a week due to the unstable conditions in the country.  With the driving conditions and all the car thefts in Manila, I don’t think the rent-a-car companies ever expect to get their cars back in one piece, if at all.  They make sure you have good insurance.  Anyway, we got a nice little 1985 red Toyota and we were on our way to do some sight seeing in the big city.  We did have a couple of minor problems with the car.  Every time you signaled to make a turn, the car lights come on.  The first time we locked up the car, we could not get back in.  Something was wrong with both car locks.  The key would go in but would not turn.  We finally found some sewing machine oil and squirted some in the key holes and they started working okay.  Along the way, we stopped at a Philippine Drug Store to get some asthma medicine for George and some skin cream for me.  I had a skin rash problem on both hands and both feet every since I was in the Philippines the first time.  I went to several doctors but none of them could tell me what caused it let alone cure it.  They thought it had something to do with my nerves.  You can buy almost any kind of medicine you want at the corner drug store without a prescription.  The primary reason for this method of dispensing drugs is most people in the Philippines are very poor and if they had to go to the doctor to get a prescription every time they got sick, there would be a lot more people dying then there already is.  Good News – George is feeling a lot better now – he just announced that he was going to smoke his first cigar in a week.  The hotel has a guarded fenced area for parking their guest’s cars.  The next day was going to be our first day at work.  The stupid rent-a-car would not start because George had left the lights on and we had a dead battery.

 
JUSMAG AND CAMP AQUINALDO 

6-8 September 1987 Headlines – Reds Plot to Blast Bridges and Sow Terror in Metro Manila – US Growing Angry with RP Military

JUSMAG stands for Joint United States Military Assistance Group.  I’m not sure what their function is but it was nice to have an American Compound close by.  They had an office building, a dining facility, a bar, and a small PX (Department Store).  We would go there every morning to check for messages and have breakfast.  We would come back again at lunch time since this was one of the only places in the Philippines that had food I liked.  JUSMAG is located about six miles from Camp Aquinaldo where we would be working.  Directly across the street is the Channel 4 TV Station, which was one of the spots the rebels took over during the Coup attempt.  The JUGMAG building sustained a couple of broken windows from stray bullets but nobody got hurt.  We would be working at the Computer Service Center (CSC), which is located on Camp Aquinaldo.   The primary purpose of this trip was to finish the new automated supply system that we designed and helped program for them on two previous trips.  The first thing we did was attend a meeting with the Commanders of the Supply Center and the Computer Service Center.  It was about this time that they gave us the following BAD news:


-  Something was wrong with the Supply Data Base and it could not be used any more.


-  They were back to managing supplies with paper and stubby pencils.


-  All of the Computers Programmers, which I had trained, had left for better jobs outside the country.


-  All of the computer access passwords were missing and nobody knew what they were.


-  The Chief of Operations at CSC had joined the mutineers and was missing.


-  The possibility of sabotage existed!!

They were really happy to see us because they needed help badly.  

 

COMPUTER SERVICE CENTER (CSC) 

9 September 1987 Headlines – AFP To Undergo Major Reshuffle – RP Military Recruits Poisoned – Railway Bridge Blasted by Rebels
The Computer Service Center building is located one block from the headquarters building that was destroyed during the COUP attempt.  The Mad Bomber missed the computers.  Since the Communications Center is also in this building, it is the most important building at Camp Aquinaldo.  General Ramos has moved his office into this building.  What all this means is – this building is the most likely target for the next COUP, which could happen at any moment.  My skin problem was getting worse.  The security into the building compound was very tight.  There were soldiers all over the place with machine guns.  Getting into the building every morning was a real adventure.  Most mornings they acted like they were going to shot me and other mornings they just waved me in.  They gave me three new computer programmers to help with the programming effort.  George and Sam were working in another building designing a few changes to the new Supply System.  My first task was to fix the Supply Data Base.  They had no backups, no manuals, no documentation of any kind and I had no idea how to fix it.  We finally found the password to the database and when we tried to access it, the program abended giving us a core dump to look at.  I was able to determine the record it was working on when it crashed and later figured out that the database and disk unit were both out of space.  They had not “ever” compressed the data and this caused the problem.  After deleting the bad records and rebuilding the database, we were back in business.  I had reached HERO status at the Computer Center.  We took our three helpers back to the hotel for drinks.

 

RED ALERTS

10-12 September 1987 Headlines – All Commands on Double Red Alert – AFP Girds for Honasan – NPA Kills 9 Policeman
Camp Aquinaldo has been on “Red Alert” every since we have been here.  Some days they are on “Double Red Alert” and today they are on “Triple Red Alert”.  Here is what I have learned about Red Alerts:

A “Red Alert” is on when conditions are unstable and there could be trouble.  They close all the gates except the main one and check everybody’s ID going into the base.  A “Double Red Alert” is on when they expect trouble.  They bring in a few tanks to help guard the gate and key buildings.  They search every car by doing a 100% identification check.  A “Triple Red Alert” is on when they have word that trouble is on the way.  A truck load of Marines with machine guns and missile launchers just pulled up in front of our building.  I’m not saying we were cowards or anything but we decided to leave work immediately and go directly to the hotel bar.  We called in the next morning and found out that nothing happened.  We had to go back to work!
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