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Benito J. Legarda Jr.
1926–2020
The passing of a great man is always remembered by the life and works that 
he left behind, not so much to be just memorialized but also so that we may 
learn from him. When I was a graduate student in Spain, I first met Dr. 
Benito Legarda Jr. during the Fourth European Conference on Philippine 
Studies, or EUROPHIL, held at the Universidad de Alcalá de Henares in 
September 2001. On display during that conference were a few copies of his 
book After the Galleons (Legarda 1999), which were sold out immediately 
even before I could leaf through one. But, no matter, I had the opportunity 
to listen to him about his work on the galleons and sit down at the same table 
with him for the afternoon merienda (refreshments). His Spanish was perfect 
such that one Spanish historian even commented that he was one of the few 
remaining speakers of the language in the Philippines. Extremely cultured, 
excellent conversationalist, and elegant—I will always remember him with 
his bow tie. Dr. Legarda was one of the singular, profound, and creative 
practitioners of Philippine historiography. His works will always have a 
privileged position in the understanding of Philippine history globally. Those 
days of the conference would also be doubly memorable. On 11 September, 
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Delivering a talk on Fr. Horacio de la Costa, SJ in 2016. Photo courtesy of the School of Humanities, 

Ateneo de Manila University https://ateneo.edu/ls/soh/news/dr-benito-legarda-jr-remembers-fr-de-

la-costa-4th-lecture-series
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when the participants were being treated to a tour of the city of Madrid, a 
day before the conference was to close and the foreign delegates were to fly 
home, suddenly news of the terrorist attack and bombing of the World Trade 
Center came flashing out in the news.

Dr. Legarda was born on 6 August 1926 to Benito Roces Legarda and 
Trinidad Fernandez. His understanding and love of Philippine history 
was already flowing in his veins as his great-grandfather, Benito Legarda 
Tuason, was with Gen. Emilio Aguinaldo during the short-lived Philippine 
Republic at Malolos. Later on, he pursued his Bachelor of Science degree in 
Social Science at Georgetown University (1948), a Master of Arts degree in 
Economics from Harvard University (1950), and then a PhD in Economics 
also from Harvard (1955). It was at Harvard where he wrote his dissertation, 
“Foreign Trade, Economic Change and Entrepreneurship in the Nineteenth-
Century Philippines” (Legarda 1955), which would be expanded to become 
in 1999 an indispensable book on the economic history of the Philippines: 
After the Galleons: Foreign Trade, Economic Change and Entrepreneurship 
in the Nineteenth-Century Philippines. Although it took almost fifty years 
before it was published as a book, his dissertation was already being cited by 
scholars, here and abroad, for the immense information it provides regarding 
the historical and economic changes in the Philippines after the galleon 
trade ended in 1815. The book now is an essential source of information 
for any student of the Philippines and its history, as it traces the country’s 
changes in the context of global economic trends occurring at that time 
throughout the Spanish empire and the rest of the world.

In 2008 I had the opportunity to meet Dr. Legarda again in a conference 
in Madrid, where he was one of the guest speakers. In the year before that 
conference, the National Historical Institute had appointed him to head a 
panel of specialists to investigate and pass judgment on the question of the 
location of the first mass in the Philippines, which was celebrated on 31 
March 1521. That historic event was the main topic of conversation during 
the breaks in the 2008 conference, with the Spanish scholars intently listening 
to his stories. By that time, I already had a copy of After the Galleons, which 
I made sure to bring with me to the conference for his signature. He was 
pleased that I remembered to bring my copy of his book as he did not bring 
any for his brief visit, and he borrowed it for a while to show to some of the 
attendees. Later that evening, we had the opportunity to be with him again 
in a dinner given to the speakers. I remember him saying that he was not a 
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historian and was just interested in writing down events that he witnessed 
personally, such as the Second World War. His two famous books on this 
period are based on his experiences during the war and its aftermath. The 
first is Occupation ‘42 (Legarda 2003), which deals with the impact of the 
Pacific phase of the Second World War on the lives of Filipinos. The other 
book, Occupation: The Later Years (Legarda 2007), is a collection of his 
Philippines Free Press weekly articles that narrate the lives of Filipinos under 
Japanese occupation until the arrival of the Americans during the period 
of liberation. Any student of the Second World War would have to consult 
his works for the valuable information that he had preserved by memory 
and then written down. On the Philippine–American War he authored 
The Hills of Sampaloc (Legarda 2001), which recounts the opening hours 
of the Philippine–American War on 4 February 1899 in the Sampaloc and 
Santa Mesa districts. Later, he published Eight Rizalian Miniatures (Legarda 
2011), a collection of eight articles he wrote on José Rizal that appeared in the 
Philippines Free Press as his tribute to the hero on his 150th birth anniversary.

Through the years I crossed paths with him on my rare visits to the 
Casino Español, which he frequented to meet friends and have his informal 
tertulias (social gatherings on literary, historical, and artistic themes). One 
thing for which I will always admire him is how he always remembered 
the people around him. I was surprised and nervous when he said that 
he remembered me in his trips to Spain. He would frequent events at the 
Instituto Cervantes and the Spanish Embassy. At such events, he was always 
seated on the front row and would not be able to contain his laughter if he 
heard anything funny during the lecture. The last time I saw him was at an 
event of the Instituto in 2019; although old and frail, he was still walking 
about and conversing with people. I approached and greeted him, but his 
mind was somewhere else at that time.

His presence and the entertaining way he talked about the past will be 
greatly missed by friends and admirers alike. There are so many things to learn 
from him, but he left a legacy through his works on history and economics. 
Personally, I will miss his signature bow tie and elegant brown suit.
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