Encounters with Victor Ordonez
By Mario Taguiwalo

May 6, 2009

I had occasion to encounter Victor at three points during his 64 years of mortal existence. I know that these three particular points could hardly represent the fullness of Victor’s extensive personal imprint on this world. As these are the points I personally know and can thus talk about, let me share these enduring memories of Victor. 
Incidentally, “Victor” seems appropriate to refer to someone lying motionless but elevated within a fine coffin. Referring to him as “Vic” almost suggests he can rise up and join our discussion at any time. Talking of him as “Vic” only seems to over-emphasize his inability to join us in person, so “Victor” is probably more appropriate to evoke our deep feelings on his absence, an absence we will have to have to bear with great sadness in its permanence. 
Victor and I first became friends as fellow actors in Philippine movies in the early 1980’s. We were what the industry calls “bit players” or what critics categorize as “character actors”. Victor was a very successful actor, appearing in dozens of movies in roles with his own lines and his name listed on the credits. I think Victor and I may have as many as five movies together but I am not really sure because in most movies, we actors hardly see each other on the set and we find out which other actors are with us on the same movie only when we see the movie for the first time. I can, however, remember two movies when Victor and I were on the same set. 
One movie was “Hinugot sa Langit” starring Maricel Soriano and directed by Ismael Bernal. The movie chronicled the breakdown of Philippine society under Marcos using the story of a woman (Maricel) getting an abortion, eventually performed in the climatic scene by an opera-singing abortionist played by the great Filipino tenor Gamaliel Viray. I think Victor played an HR manager who was laying off workers and I played an executive to whom Maricel was applying for a job, when I myself was saying goodbye in order to migrate abroad because everything was breaking down in the country. This sounds like a movie that can be done again these days.  

Victor and I were actually in one scene together in another movie, entitled “Kid, Huwag Kang Susuko”, starring Richard Gomez and directed by Peque Gallaga. At that time, Victor was already undersecretary of education and I was undersecretary of health, and we had a scene together that Director Gallaga said can used to promote the movie as endorsed by the Departments of Education and Health. The problem was, the movie was about illegal gambling on human blood sports. Victor was playing a shady Chinese businessman with a weak chin while I was playing a corrupt small time politician with a pot belly. 

I am wandering beyond the limits of presumptuousness in order to comment on our comparative acting abilities and contrasting body of work. While Victor had a much more extensive filmography, I think I was a much better actor than Victor (and of course, he can no longer dispute this in his state). I played a wider variety of roles while Victor pretty much played mostly characters that are Victor in one guise or another. But there was one thing that Victor had, which I did not have. Victor had charm and gallantry, so much charm and gallantry that he was often in the company of gorgeous ladies like Tetchie Agbayani, Maria Isabel Lopez, Chandra Romero and many others. My own movie crowd was limited to hard drinking stunt men, mentally troubled scriptwriters and gay production staff. And we often speculated on the sex life of Victor Ordonez, a subject we never resolved with conclusiveness despite so much envy and maliciousness on our parts.    

My life intersected again with Victor’s when we and many others joined in the service of the Aquino government. Victor’s passing at a time when President Aquino had just survived a major operation reminds me again of the now distant and seemingly faint energy, hope and idealism that enlivened our generation’s take-over from the Marcos dictatorship. In 1986, we were all out to build a new government, a new economy, a new society, a new country and ultimately a new nation from out of the ruin, abuse, corruption, shame and destruction that Marcos had wrought. 

Victor was at the Department of Education, Culture and Sports or DECS. And he was part of an effort to re-shape the thinking and feeling of future generations of Filipinos. The school children that Victor’s department educated then are now teachers, writers, and artists that shape how we think and feel as a people.   

The shared tragedy of all of us who labored long and hard in the post-Marcos reconstruction of our country is to witness such abominations as the Estrada and Arroyo administrations that so casually and blatantly ushered in the resurgence of many Marcosian era bad practices that endure and prevail to this day despite the absence of Marcos. 

Victor worked with the mind, with the heart, and ultimately, with the soul. He was smart enough to realize that the changes he seeks will come slowly and with much uncertainty, given the complexities of human nature and the habits of Philippine society. In all his professional work and personal pursuits, Victor worked hard to reach many minds and influence their growth and interests. Yet he did not hold his breath for the changes to come, he enjoyed the life that he knows, and that we all know, is limited and finite. 
Life was not wasted on Victor. He squeezed every last drop and sucked in the very last breath from life for he gave it up unwillingly, with great pain and suffering, but also with grace and submission. We will miss him terribly because he was part of what made our own limited and finite lives interesting, enjoyable and meaningful. The memories of Victor will always be treasured but the presence of Vic among us is the gold chest we have lost forever and will constantly miss. 

Victor’s life had its last intersection with mine when we became part of a group called “Former Senior Government Officials”. FSGO  emerged in alarm at the dangerous depths of bad governance to which the Arroyo government had sunk. Many people think, the point of pride of this group to which Victor and many others belonged is the fact that these are all “Senior Government Officials” who served government at the secretary or undersecretary level. In fact, the real point of pride of this group is that we are all “former”, not current officials of this government. We wear our “former” status with pride given the shame and ignominy that taints the reputation of current ones in the service of a bad president.
Victor was a smart man. He knew his days were fewer. Yet among the final engagements of Victor’s rich and abundant life were the many hours and minutes he spent on meetings and discussions about reforms in our country over the medium to longer term. His last message to me was a note he wrote commending the directions in education reform that I had outlined in a paper for the Philippine Business for Education. He attended the last Board meeting of InciteGov, an NGO devoted to connecting politics, good governance and development, and he even contributed to the fund raising raffle of FSGO. All these he did during the last few weeks and days when his lease on life was coming due.
Victor invested some of his precious last hours and minutes on reform enterprises of so little current favor and with seemingly bleak prospects. This must be at least another testament to his life-long convictions, that we must stand for what is right, and good and true for our nation. Or maybe, Victor was in his own way giving his life for his country, no less heroic than a soldier dying in battle or a martyr being executed. 
All deaths are reminders for the living. The death of an acknowledged good man like Victor and reports about the death of others with more doubts and questions about the goodness of their lives remind us of the same thing: that there is a final judgment and it will come sooner or later. 
Let the cheaters think they have gotten away with lies. Let the corrupt believe they can keep their ill-gotten goods. Let the abusers think they are beyond punishment. We all know otherwise. There will be justice, if not on this life then in the next one. There will be a reckoning, a judgment and eventual punishment. 
Victor now flies with angels and Victor’s wise eyes henceforth never sleeps. We are thankful for the blessing of his transient but enduring presence among us but we embrace his spirit now joining the reign of the true virtues that shall in time govern our nation. Victor is now part of our hopes and aspirations. 
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