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Dedicated to Anna Go-Go, who made an ‘Eat the Rich’ T-shirt in Year 7 with a glitter puff paint pen.






INTRODUCTION


If a monkey hoarded more bananas than it could eat, while most of the other monkeys starved, scientists would study that monkey to figure out what the heck was wrong with it. When humans do it, we put them on the cover of Forbes.

– NATHALIE ROBIN JUSTICE
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EAT THE RICH

AT 6.44AM ON 4 DECEMBER 2024, multimillionaire CEO Brian Thompson was shot dead by a hooded stranger outside the entrance of the New York Hilton Midtown. Initial statements from other wealthy CEOs asked why Thompson didn’t have a security detail accompanying him at the time. They were less focused on why someone would want to murder him. (We can only assume they already knew the answer.)

Fifty-year-old Thompson was the CEO of UnitedHealthcare, a US health insurance company that insures more than 29 million Americans. During his tenure, the company’s profits increased from US$12 billion in 2021 to US$16 billion in 2023. To reward his excellent performance, Thompson was awarded an annual compensation package worth US$10.2 million.

While profits soared, so did complaints about UnitedHealthcare insurance coverage denials. According to the personal finance platform ValuePenguin, UnitedHealthcare was the ‘worst major health insurance company for paying claims’ in 2023, denying 33 per cent of claims compared to the overall industry rate of 19 per cent. Fortune magazine reported that ‘in 2019, the insurance provider’s initial denial rate for post-acute care prior authorization requests was 8.7%; by 2022, it had increased to 22.7%’. Fewer payouts meant higher profits. Denied sick people equalled happy shareholders.

The words ‘delay’, ‘deny’ and ‘depose’ were written on shell casings and an ejected cartridge left at the scene of Thompson’s murder. According to the Associated Press, these words mirrored ‘the phrase “delay, deny, defend,” which is commonly used by lawyers and critics about insurers that delay payments, deny claims and defend their actions’.

On 9 December 2024, 26-year-old Luigi Mangione was detained on suspicion of Thompson’s murder. Police found a short ‘manifesto’ allegedly written by Mangione that referred to health insurers as ‘parasites’ and accused them of abusing ‘our country for immense profit’. On 17 December 2024, Mangione was indicted by the Manhattan district attorney’s office on 11 charges, including first- and second-degree murder.

Normally, the gunning down of an unarmed man on a New York street would be met with universal condemnation. This was not the case with Mangione. While authorities decried him as a murderous villain, many members of the public celebrated him as a ‘hero’ and ‘martyr’. The hashtags #FreeLuigi and #FreeLuigiMangione trended on X, where many voiced their support for the young data engineer. ‘He took action against private health insurance corporations is what he did,’ wrote one anonymous poster. ‘He was a brave Italian martyr. In this house, Luigi Mangione is a hero, end of story!’ Julia Alekseyeva, an assistant professor at the University of Pennsylvania, shared several Instagram stories praising Mangione, calling him ‘the icon we all need and deserve’. (The University of Pennsylvania disavowed the posts and Alekseyeva later apologised for her statements). Fake Time magazine covers circulated the internet naming Mangione ‘Time Person of the Year’. Online crowdsourcing pages were set up in support of Mangione. At the time of publication, a GiveSendGo funding page had raised over a million US dollars to cover his legal defence costs.

The accused murderer was also lauded as a ‘dreamboat’ and ‘sex symbol’ (particularly after a shirtless photo bearing Mangione’s chiselled abs went viral): ‘Goddd he is sooo hott,’ wrote one X user. ‘FREE LUIGI!!!’ ‘Luigi Mangione is too fine to get the death penalty,’ wrote another. Meanwhile, artist Boo Paterson painted a Renaissance-style portrait of Mangione, calling him ‘Caravaggio’s wet dream’.

Mangione’s first public statement since his arrest was released by his legal team on 15 February 2025:


I am overwhelmed by – and grateful for – everyone who has written me to share their stories and express their support. Powerfully, this support has transcended political, racial, and even class divisions, as mail has flooded MDC [Metropolitan Detention Center] from across the country, and around the globe. While it is impossible for me to reply to most letters, please know that I read every one that I receive. Thank you again to everyone who took the time to write. I look forward to hearing more in the future.



Such outpouring of support (and lust) for a man who allegedly shot and murdered a father of two in cold blood speaks to some confronting truths about our shifting social attitudes.

In the Middle Ages, being rich was semi-shameful. As Professor of Economic History Guido Alfani explains: ‘[T]he rich were required not to appear wealthy (or at least not to show the full extent of their wealth), as the excessive accumulation of material resources was considered intrinsically sinful and even damaging to the functioning of a perfect (Christian) society and of its institutions, especially the political ones.’ Some medieval commentators believed that if the very wealthy were given ‘equal’ access to political institutions, they would come to possess the power of ‘gods among men’, which would be a bad outcome for everyone.

Maybe they were onto something.

Since the industrial revolution, and particularly since the ‘greed is good’ era of the 1980s, the rich have been widely praised as the ‘heroes’ of modern capitalism. ‘Today, becoming wealthy is a shared aspiration across large strata of Western societies,’ says Alfani, ‘and some exceptionally rich individuals are regarded almost as heroes, to be admired and imitated.’ In fact, there is an entire media industry dedicated to sharing the stories and ‘wisdom’ of the super-rich. Millionaires and billionaires are portrayed as hard-working geniuses who have ‘cracked the code’ of life success. They serve as examples to the rest of us, who are promised the same wealth and happiness if we can only learn to follow in their footsteps.

But as the Mangione case shows, an undercurrent of ‘rich resentment’ is rising to the surface. In an interview with the New York Post, private security veteran Philip Klein said it was becoming increasingly commonplace for high-level executives such as Brian Thompson to hire private security firms in response to the growing number of threats and increased public outrage. ‘The cost of groceries made people angry at grocery companies,’ he said. ‘The cost of gas made people angry at the oil industry. Credit card companies, the health insurance industry – people are upset and angry, and a small percent of them are going to come after these executives because they blame them.’ We are perhaps no longer as willing to forgive a multitude of moral crimes because they result in economic ‘success’.

There has also been a spate of popular TV shows and movies with strong anti-class and anti-rich sentiments, including Billions, Knives Out, Parasite, Ready or Not, Saltburn, Severance, Snowpiercer, Succession, The Menu, The White Lotus and Triangle of Sadness. The so-called ‘eat the rich’ genre turns the aspirational ideal of wealth on its head, transforming the ‘desirable’ into the ‘disgusting’. Rather than portraying the super-rich as role models, they are depicted as selfish, miserable, cruel, depraved and unjust. The capitalist ‘hero’ is revealed as the villain.

Maybe they’re onto something.

The super-rich are often held less accountable for their actions than the rest of us. (I suggest googling ‘white collar crime statistics’ for further information.) Vast resources combined with a general lack of accountability can easily lead to bad behaviour, as I will repeatedly demonstrate throughout this book. Studies also suggest that an individual’s capacity for compassion declines as their wealth and status grows. Scientific American profiled the research of Berkeley psychologists Paul Piff and Dacher Keltner, who conducted several studies ‘looking at whether social class (as measured by wealth, occupational prestige, and education) influences how much we care about the feelings of others’. Time and again, test subjects of a higher social class tended to exhibit less compassion than those of a lower social class. Which leads to the question: why? As Scientific American explains:


Piff and his colleagues suspect that the answer may have something to do with how wealth and abundance give us a sense of freedom and independence from others. The less we have to rely on others, the less we may care about their feelings. This leads us towards being more self-focused… Piff and his colleagues [also] found that wealthier people are more likely to agree with statements that greed is justified, beneficial, and morally defensible. These attitudes ended up predicting participants’ likelihood of engaging in unethical behaviour.



Such findings reinforce the views of philosopher Byung-Chul Han, who writes that the ‘brutal competition’ of our profit-driven world ‘produces an emotional coldness and indifference towards others’; an example of which can be seen in how the Australian-born media mogul and billionaire Rupert Murdoch reportedly communicates with his ‘loved ones’.

In 2024, Rupert was caught in a bitter court battle with his son James and daughters Prudence and Elisabeth over control of his media empire. I won’t go into details (just watch a season or two of Succession and you’ll get the gist), but the upshot was that in December 2024 Rupert lost his legal fight to grant sole control of his empire to his eldest son, Lachlan. As an olive branch, James and his sisters wrote a letter to their father once the trial was over. According to The Atlantic, the letter asked to ‘put an end to this destructive judicial path so that we can have a chance to heal as a collaborative and loving family’. Rupert reportedly replied that if they wanted to talk to him, they should contact his lawyers (which is the billionaire patriarch equivalent of saying: ‘new phone, who dis?’).

Rupert ended his six-year marriage to actress and model Jerry Hall in a similar vein. Hall apparently received news of her impending divorce without warning and while she was waiting to meet her husband at their Oxfordshire mansion in June 2022. The email reportedly read as follows: ‘Jerry, sadly I’ve decided to call an end to our marriage. We have certainly had some good times, but I have much to do… My New York lawyer will be contacting yours immediately.’

If that’s not ‘emotional coldness and indifference’, I don’t know what is. I’d also add that Rupert’s lawyers seem to be doing a lot of emotional heavy lifting on his behalf… just saying.

Murdoch’s media empire has been accused of fuelling social division and fostering the culture wars. According to journalist and author Jon Ronson, this helps Murdoch’s fellow billionaires distract attention away from the enormous problems of class injustice and wealth inequality. ‘The tech billionaires, they want us all fighting with each other,’ Ronson said on ABC’s Q&A in 2024. ‘They want men hating women and women hating men because that means people like Elon Musk just get richer and richer. The real problem in society right now is class… but it doesn’t benefit our leaders for us to want to think that.’

Maybe he’s onto something.

With this in mind, let’s take a break from these issues and take a closer look at the long history of the filthy rich being awful. In honour of those medieval commentators who warned against the unfettered power of the wealthy, we will be exploring this subject through the lens of a famous medieval list used by the Roman Catholic Church as an instructional tool. Namely, the seven deadly sins: greed, gluttony, lust, sloth, pride, wrath and envy. These will serve as our framework for exploring the countless ways the ultra-wealthy, both past and present, have behaved terribly. We will poke fun at the outlandish, appalling and stupid things the filthy rich say, as well as the outlandish, appalling and stupid things the filthy rich spend their money on. I will also offer up some ‘not-so-fun facts’ about the various ways the filthy rich are ruining the world. Sit back, relax and, if you’re so inclined, pour yourself a stiff drink. It’s going to be a wild ride.







GREED GLUTTONY LUST SLOTH PRIDE WRATH ENVY



Greed is a bottomless pit which exhausts the person in an endless effort to satisfy the need without ever reaching satisfaction.

– ERICH FROMM
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The Imeldific Mrs Marcos

THE MERRIAM-WEBSTER ONLINE DICTIONARY DEFINES ‘Imeldific’ as ‘characterized by ostentatious extravagance to a point of vulgarity’. The adjective was coined in honour of the Philippines’s most famous and infamous first lady, Imelda Romuáldez Marcos. As Filipino journalist Iris Gonzales explains: ‘Imelda’s lavish lifestyle during the Marcos era… gave birth to the term “Imeldific”, which usually refers to individuals living grand, lavish or luxurious lifestyles.’

Imelda’s story epitomises the excesses of a ruling elite whose self-aggrandisement plunged millions into poverty. She has successfully managed to avoid prison despite being convicted of multiple felonies and, at the time of writing, the former first lady continues to enjoy a life of profound privilege.

Imelda Remedios Visitación Trinidad Romuáldez was born in San Miguel, Manila, in 1929. She was the sixth child of Vincent Oreste Romuáldez, a lawyer from a prominent political family. Her mother died from pneumonia when Imelda was only eight years old. Vicente, who was facing financial troubles, decided to relocate his family to Tacloban. Imelda did well at school and went on to study education at St Paul’s College, where she ran for student president (a sign of things to come).

Imelda won a local beauty contest in 1949 and was crowned the ‘Rose of Tacloban’. She followed this success by competing in the 1953 Miss Manila pageant. The pageant became the subject of controversy after Imelda lost to Norma Jimenez but was still chosen to represent Manila at the Miss Philippines pageant. It’s unclear why Imelda was chosen (and there’s been some suggestion of shady dealings). In the end, both Norma and Imelda represented Manila at the Miss Philippines pageant but lost to Cristina Galang.

Imelda’s life changed forever on 6 April 1954 when she met up-and-coming politician Ferdinand Emmanuel Edralin Marcos. The 36-year-old congressman and lawyer fell head over heels for Imelda and proposed marriage after half an hour of meeting the young beauty queen (red flag!). Imelda said ‘no’ (understandable) but soon succumbed to Ferdinand’s love-bombing campaign. The pair were wed after only 11 days. President Ramon Magsaysay held a reception at Malacañang Palace attended by thousands of Manila’s most elite guests. Afterwards, Ferdinand took his bride on a world tour for their honeymoon. Imelda’s opulent life as Mrs Marcos had begun.

Ferdinand and Imelda had three children together and rose to prominence as a political power couple. In 1965 Ferdinand ran for president of the Philippines as a member of the Nationalist Party. Defence Secretary Macario Peralta released an ominous statement about Ferdinand’s candidacy: ‘Knowing [Ferdinand] well, I can… say he does not possess the maturity, integrity, and moral rectitude required of a good President.’ (Peralta was not wrong.) In contrast, Ferdinand modelled himself as a courageous veteran with a chest full of medals and claimed to be the ‘most decorated war hero of the Philippines’. The US Government later revealed that Ferdinand’s claims of heroism in World War II were fraudulent and ‘criminal’.

Imelda worked hard to support her husband’s campaign. She hosted political tea parties with her entourage of 25 wealthy young friends known as the ‘Blue Ladies’. After Vice President Fernando Lopez declined to be Ferdinand’s running mate, Imelda visited Lopez and begged him to support her husband. The begging paid off and Lopez acquiesced. Ferdinand called Imelda his ‘secret weapon’ and recruited her to sing love songs at his campaign events. According to journalist Katherine Ellison, it was during this period that Imelda ‘proved herself invaluable to her husband [and] won wide acclaim for her beauty and charm’.

After an expensive and hotly contested campaign, Ferdinand won the November 1965 presidential election by over 700,000 votes. The newly elected president credited his wife with giving him the margin he needed. First Secretary of the US Embassy William Owen also gave Mrs Marcos credit for her husband’s victory: ‘Combining regal looks and bearing with the simplicity and directness of successful young career woman… the highly photogenic and intelligent Imelda… must have represented to many Filipinos of both sexes the embodiment of the most desirable qualities in a prospective first lady.’ Imelda and Ferdinand had reached the pinnacle of Filipino politics hand-in-hand. They would do everything in their power to stay there.

Imelda embraced her new role with gusto. She busily attended social functions and public occasions. But her top priority was the ‘beautification’ of the Philippines. To this end, she invested considerably in her personal appearance. Imelda believed it was her ‘duty’ to provide a shining example of glamour for impoverished Filipinos. ‘I am my little people’s star and slave,’ she told reporters. ‘When I go out into the barrios [slums], I get dressed [up] because I know my little people want to see a star. Other presidents’ wives have gone to the barrios wearing house dresses and slippers. That’s not what people want to see. People want someone they can love, someone to set an example.’ Ipso facto, Imelda spent money on designer dresses and extravagant self-care as her way of ‘giving back’. It was community service via hair, clothes and makeup. I’m sure the slum-stricken citizens of Manila were enormously grateful for her efforts…

But Imelda wanted to do more than just look fabulous in front of poor people. She wanted the Philippines to look fabulous in front of the world and would forge new ground to get the job done. ‘Imelda Marcos did something no other Filipino First Lady has ever done,’ writes historian Sterling Seagrave. ‘She became actively involved in national affairs. With what seemed like a free hand from Ferdinand, she embarked upon a visionary building program of Olympic proportions.’

In 1966 Ferdinand issued Executive Order No. 60, which established the Cultural Center of the Philippines (CCP). The board of directors ‘elected’ Imelda chair of the board. (We can only wonder how democratic the selection process was.) The first lady wanted the CCP to serve as ‘a showcase of Filipino artistic expression and an architectural landmark’. The modernist building complex was designed to include an amphitheatre, a library, a museum and a 7000-seat theatre. Imelda was incredibly enthusiastic about the project and began fundraising before Ferdinand was even inaugurated.

If you’ve ever watched an episode of Grand Designs, you’ll know how costs can blow out once construction begins. This was especially true when Imelda was in charge. To make up for the funding shortfall, Imelda secured a US$7 million loan (equivalent to US$63 million today) from the National Investment Development Corporation. The 62-hectare complex was officially opened on 8 September 1969, three days before the president’s birthday. (Construction was reportedly rushed to completion in time for Ferdinand’s big day.) Originally budgeted at PHP15 million, the CCP ended up costing PHP50 million – roughly US$116 million today.

This grandiose spending was sharply criticised by prominent Filipino senator Ninoy Aquino. ‘I have risen at the risk of [Imelda’s] spite,’ said Aquino in a 1969 speech. ‘Because out there, barely 200 meters away from a fabulous Imelda Cultural Center, a ghetto sprawls, where thousands of Filipinos are kept captives by misery and poverty… I am plainly revolted by this will to immortality while the nation suffers and lies on the razor’s edge.’

Never one to listen to naysayers or pay too much attention to sprawling ghettos of miserable Filipinos, Imelda pushed ahead with her expansive building program. During her 20-year reign as first lady, Imelda spearheaded myriad construction projects, including (but not limited to): the Coconut Palace, the Folk Arts Theatre, the Lung Center of the Philippines, the Manila Film Center, the Nayong Pilipino Cultural Park, the National Arts Center, the National Kidney and Transplant Institute, the People’s Park in the Sky, the Philippine Heart Center, the Philippine International Convention Center, the San Juanico Bridge, the MacArthur Park Beach Resort, the El Grande Resort Hotel, the Manila Manor Hotel, the Manila Midtown Ramada, the Manila Peninsula Hotel, the Philippine Plaza Hotel, the Philippine Village Hotel and the Regent of Manila Hotel.

She really liked hotels.

In a 1984 academic paper, economists from the University of the Philippines described the bulk of the Marcos-era construction projects as ‘not very productive’, ‘overdesigned’ and ‘outrightly wasteful’. These projects were also extremely expensive and relied heavily on international loans. By the end of their time in power, the Marcoses’ copious construction projects had dramatically increased the country’s foreign deficit. It ballooned from US$600 million in 1965 to a staggering US$26 billion in 1986.

Director Behn Cervantes coined the term ‘edifice complex’ to describe Imelda’s near-pathological obsession with erecting buildings. British author Deyan Sudjic explored the topic in his book The Edifice Complex: How the Rich and Powerful Shape the World. According to Sudjic, Imelda was motivated by an ego-driven (and extremely niche) addiction to infrastructure:


There is a psychological parallel between making a mark on the landscape with a building and the exercise of political power. Both depend on the imposition of will… Architecture feeds the egos of the susceptible. They grow more and more dependent on it to the point where architecture becomes an end to itself, seducing the addicts as they build more and more on an even larger scale. Building is the means by which the egotism of the individual is expressed in its most naked form: the Edifice Complex.



But the gratification of Imelda’s edifice complex came at more than a financial cost. In Imelda’s eagerness to see projects finished, the builders were often pressured to meet tight deadlines. In 1981, the rush to finish the Manila Film Center in time for an International Film Festival resulted in a scaffolding accident that claimed the lives of 169 workers. As was so often the case with Imelda, others paid a hefty price to satisfy her desires.

Ferdinand spent his first term in office becoming besties with prominent members of the military. He doubled the military budget and gave bribes in exchange for loyalty. He also won the friendship of US President Lyndon Johnson with some serious help from Imelda, who continued to work as her husband’s ‘secret weapon’ and was a major power player in her own right. The Marcoses visited the White House in 1966 and charmed the pants off Johnson. Imelda wore yellow because it was Johnson’s favourite colour and thrilled him with her dance moves. ‘The Philippines are on the march,’ Johnson said in his toast. ‘President Marcos is a great man. He sure has a beautiful wife.’ Afterwards, Johnson called Marcos his ‘right arm in Asia’ and contributed generously to the CCP. Ferdinand and Imelda had secured the backing of the Filipino military and the US Government. Everything was coming up Marcos!

But things took a terrible turn in the early days of Ferdinand’s second term. His flagrant misuse of public funds during his re-election campaign caused a balance-of-payment crisis in late 1969. The International Monetary Fund implemented a 43 per cent devaluation of the peso, which triggered massive inflation. The poverty rate continued to climb and by 1971 a shocking 52 per cent of Filipinos were living in poverty (a 10 per cent increase from when Ferdinand first became president). Details of the Marcoses’ corruption went public and social unrest grew. Protests, bombings and insurgents threatened Ferdinand’s grasp on power.

Rather than take responsibility for his crucial role in the crisis, Ferdinand declared martial law on 23 September 1972 and ensconced himself as the dictatorial ruler of the Philippines. The military arrested roughly 30,000 people, including opposition leaders, activists, journalists and politicians. The media was taken under government control and the Philippine Congress was shut down. Thus began one of the darkest eras in Filipino history.

Opposition to the Marcoses was cruelly punished under martial law. Amnesty International released a report in 1976 outlining its discoveries from a mission to the Philippines in late 1975. The report cited ‘overwhelming evidence’ of ‘gross human rights violations’ under Ferdinand’s rule, including ‘systematic and severe torture’, ‘cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment during the interrogation process’, ‘indefinite detention’, ‘systemic denial of the right to bail’ and ‘other flagrant violations’. According to the International Centre for Transitional Justice, ‘there were 3,257 known extrajudicial killings, 35,000 documented tortures, 77 “disappeared” cases, and 70,000 incarcerations’ during Ferdinand’s time as dictator. This is the same regime Imelda would later call ‘martial law with a smile’.

Having gained control of the military and media (as well as enjoying the ongoing support of the US Government) the Marcoses felt free to indulge in the most wanton acts of corruption. For Imelda, this meant a lot of shopping on the Filipino people’s dime. Philippine fashion magazine Preview scrutinised a Bulgari receipt from a trip Imelda took to New York in 1978:


The Marcos matriarch purchased six pieces of jewellery: a platinum and emerald bracelet, gold and diamond earclips, a diamond-studded 18-karat gold ring, a pearl necklace with platinum and diamonds, 18-karat gold earrings with rubies and various other precious stones, and a second 18-karat gold and diamond ring… In total, Imelda Marcos spent exactly [US]$1,431,000.



She also undertook some high-end furniture shopping on the same trip. According to the Asian Journal, Imelda spent US$193,320 on antiques, ‘including $12,000 for a Ming Period side table; $24,000 for a pair of Georgian mahogany Gainsborough armchairs; $6,240 for a Sheraton double-sided writing desk; $11,600 for a George II wood side table with marble top – all in the name of the Philippine consulate to dodge the New York sales tax’.

The Los Angeles Times reported a US$3.3 million New York shopping spree from 1983, the details of which were documented by a secretary in the Philippine Consulate:


Imelda Marcos spent more than $2 million at exclusive New York jewellers and another $1.3 million on other merchandise… The list of Imelda Marcos’ purchases included $23,000 for books, $43,370 for silver flatware, $10,000 for an antique dessert service, $34,880 for limousines, $20,046 for unspecified ‘shopping’ and $10,340 for bed sheets.



As a bibliophile, I admit spending US$23,000 on books sounds like my idea of heaven. The chief of customer service at Scribner’s bookstore on Fifth Avenue told the Los Angeles Times how Imelda and her entourage had ransacked the store on a spree, pulling out stacks of titles from every genre. ‘There were baskets full [of books],’ he said. ‘She couldn’t physically walk out with all of them, even with all the guards… It was wild. Those kind of business days don’t come along very often.’

Imelda was a stalwart shopper who would go to great lengths to get the job done. In 1986, People Magazine reported a prime example of Imelda’s single-minded shopping focus:


On one of her European junkets some years back, Imelda Marcos made a terrible discovery just after her plane left Rome. No cheese. Not a nibble’s worth anywhere on the plane. But no problem, at least for the high-flying First Lady of the Philippines. Imelda simply ordered the jet back to Rome, where the oversight was corrected.



This dairy detour went down in history as the ‘Great Cheese Scandal’. She also once spent US$2000 on chewing gum at San Francisco International Airport, but I have no idea why.

When Imelda wasn’t buying jewels or antiques, books or bedding, cheese or chewing gum, she was busy collecting artwork. She often bought art en masse. Sotheby’s cancelled a US$5 million art auction in 1981 because the first lady had purchased every item in the catalogue beforehand. She amassed hundreds of paintings by such luminaries as Bonnard, Botticelli, Canaletto, Gauguin, Goya, Holbein, Matisse, Miró, Monet, Picasso, Pissarro, Raphael, Rembrandt, Sisley and Van Gogh. Imelda had an eye for great artists but didn’t always have a great eye for art. A 1986 New York Times article explained how her lack of knowledge and eagerness to ‘buy big’ made her easy prey for unscrupulous art dealers:


By the early 1980s, Mrs. Marcos was attracting attention in the New York City art market, gaining a reputation for a substantial buying appetite but not a great deal of acquaintance with the works she purchased, dealers said.

Typical of the way Mrs. Marcos purchased paintings, according to a dealer familiar with the transactions who declined to be identified, was a call one day from Gliceria Tantaco, an agent for Mrs. Marcos… saying that she wanted a ‘big collection of paintings by one artist.’ The gallery sold her 52 paintings in May 1983 for [US]$273,000 by Paule Gobillard, a little-known Impressionist.

‘It was a nice way to get rid of paintings you didn’t want,’ he said.



Mrs Marcos also splurged on New York real estate. According to Time magazine, the Marcoses ‘invested more than [US]$200 million in four Manhattan buildings and a Long Island estate… [including] the gilt-leafed Crown Building on Fifth Avenue and a new nine-story shopping mall in Herald Square’. There’s a rumour that she declined to buy the Empire State Building because it was ‘too ostentatious’.

But her interest in real estate wasn’t restricted to the Big Apple. The Los Angeles Times wrote that during her time as first lady, Imelda had reportedly bought ‘a $13-million office building in London, three shopping centers in Houston, an island off Costa Rica, resort property and condominiums in the San Francisco area, and homes in Rome, Madrid and Lausanne, Switzerland’. Her property portfolio also included a host of extravagant estates in her homeland known as the ‘Marcos mansions’. It wasn’t a huge exaggeration when Imelda said: ‘We practically own everything in the Philippines.’

Imelda shopped hard in the day and partied hard at night. ‘Once Imelda gets started partying, you can’t stop her,’ Andy Warhol remarked. She mingled at the White House and boogied at Studio 54. She threw lavish parties at her New York townhouse on East 66th Street. Such soirees were widely attended by the Manhattan social set, who revelled in Imelda’s propensity for splashing cash. As Katherine Ellison told Town & Country, ‘[Imelda] was a really free spender, so any time you were in her orbit, there was a lot of fun to be had.’

Entrepreneur and TV presenter Nikki Haskell described visiting Imelda at the Waldorf Astoria, where she liked to stay when she couldn’t be bothered living at her townhouse. (I’m guessing Imelda enjoyed room service.) Haskell told Town & Country that she noticed ‘100 strands of 30-millimeter pearls that went from black to white, in every shade’ wrapped around the headboard of Imelda’s king-size bed. When she asked Imelda why there was a canopy of pearls, the first lady replied: ‘It brings me good luck.’

Haskell also described visiting Imelda on the Marcos presidential yacht in 1982: ‘It was decorated like a French chateau, and against the wall there were two gigantic Limoges urns, six or seven feet high. There were two guys on step ladders with oil drums, filled with caviar, pouring it into the urns. It was the coolest thing I ever saw.’

Politicians, socialites and celebrities alike enjoyed Imelda’s company (and her generosity with the Filipino people’s money). She socialised with Oscar de la Renta, Margot Fonteyn, Valentino, Mary Lasker and Donald Trump. She was buddies with President Ronald Reagan, Richard Nixon and George Bush Senior. She also spent quality time with Saddam Hussein, Muammar Gaddafi and Mao Zedong. To quote actor and comedian Ruby Wax: ‘Imelda did not hold back with her party people.’

One of her closest celebrity chums was American actor George Hamilton, who respectfully referred to Imelda as ‘Madame Marcos’. Imelda appreciated Hamilton’s ‘glamour’ and he was her frequent companion on evenings out. Hamilton also accompanied Imelda on several trips, including a visitation with the pope in Rome. They enjoyed each other’s company, as we can see in this excerpt from her schedule when the pair visited Hawaii in 1983: ‘Breakfast with G. Hamilton, lunch with G. Hamilton, shopping with G. Hamilton, disco with G. Hamilton, midnight snack at the gazebo with G. Hamilton, and back to Makiki Heights with G. Hamilton.’

That’s a lot of G. Hamilton.

But the fun times came to a dramatic halt in February 1986. After 20 years of Marcos rule – plagued by corruption, cronyism, despotism, economic crisis, electoral fraud, escalating poverty and human rights violations – the Filipino people rose in defiance. With support from religious, political and military leaders, nearly two million Filipinos participated in peaceful protests between February 22 and 25, demanding the removal of Ferdinand from office. The Marcoses saw the writing on the wall. They left Malacañang Palace on 25 February, boarded a US Air Force helicopter and fled to Hawaii. Corazon Aquino, widow of Ferdinand’s leading political opponent, Ninoy Aquino (assassinated in 1983), was sworn in as president. The so-called ‘People Power Revolution’ had succeeded in ousting an authoritarian regime through nonviolent civil disobedience. The Marcos era was over.

The Marcoses’ kleptocratic greed became international news as investigators exposed the excesses of the former president and first lady. Imelda left behind a treasure trove of jewellery, perfume, makeup products, handbags and designer dresses as proof of her indulgent lifestyle. Her wardrobe at Malacañang Palace included 15 mink coats, 508 couture gowns, 888 handbags and a bulletproof bra. (Imelda later denied owning a bulletproof bra because wearing one would have made her ‘look fat’.) There was also her collection of 1060 pairs of shoes, which became famous the world over as a symbol of Imeldific avarice. As Katherine Ellison explains:


Imelda’s shoes captured immediate international attention. In the giddy first reports, they were counted at 3000 pairs, but even reduced by two-thirds in a later inventory, the collection was no slouch. There were Charles Jourdans, Ferragamos, Bruno Maglis, Guccis, and Oleg Cassinis; rhinestone-studded heels, spiked snake-skin sandals, sequined silk pumps, and dozens of boots of soft, shiny leather – all size 8 ½, in a rainbow of colors, with as many as five pairs of some favored styles. The piece de la resistance was a pair of plastic disco sandals with 3-inch-high, flashing, battery-operated heels.



Theft and exploitation aside, those battery-operated plastic disco sandals sound amazing.

In a 1986 interview with journalist Diane Sawyer, Imelda claimed the shoe collection at Malacañang Palace was shared with her daughter and staff. When Sawyer asked why all the shoes were the same size if they belonged to multiple people, Imelda claimed they weren’t all the same size and there had been ‘a lot of tampering’ since she fled the Philippines. Imelda also claimed she’d only become a size 8 ½ in the past year – before that she was a size 7. (I’m going to run the risk of slander and call this a big fat lie.) Madame Marcos claimed in a later interview that she had ‘no desire’ for shoes. She stated that her enormous footwear collection was born from a wish to promote the Filipino shoe industry. While many of her shoes were made locally, the majority were designer shoes from Europe. No matter how many excuses she made, Imelda was never able to shake her title as the ‘Marie Antoinette of Shoes’.

But the enormity of the Marcoses’ theft and corruption wasn’t revealed until later, when investigators tried to determine how much money Ferdinand had ‘redistributed’ from the Philippines into international accounts and assets. (He was fond of making deposits into untraceable Swiss bank accounts.) According to the United Nations’s ‘Stolen Assert Recovery Initiative’ report, Ferdinand was one of the 20th century’s most extraordinary embezzlers:


Former President Marcos is estimated to have siphoned off between $5 billion and $10 billion [during his time in power]… The channels whereby the money was allegedly stolen were diverse, including the takeover of private companies; creation of monopolies for sugar, coconuts, shipping, construction, and the media; fraudulent government loans; bribes from companies; and skimming off foreign loans and raiding the public treasury. These channels suggest that the total costs in all likelihood far exceeded the $5 billion to $10 billion estimate. These costs would include the degradation of public institutions, including public financial management, the judiciary and financial sector supervision, a poor investment climate, macroeconomic uncertainty, and a tainted and unstable financial system.



The Marcoses monumentally laundered the Philippines for their personal gain. The obscenity of their actions is only highlighted by the fact that 27 million Filipinos were living in extreme poverty by the time they were ousted. The Marcoses stole so much more than money.

Ferdinand lived out the rest of his life in exile in Hawaii. The years before his death were a mess of criminal and civil cases, as well as a failed plot to overthrow the Aquino government in 1987. Ferdinand’s health dramatically declined in early 1989 and on 28 September he passed away at the age of 72.

It was tough times for Imelda. Her rich and famous friends promptly ditched her after the overthrow (even George Hamilton stopped returning her calls). She faced fraud and racketeering charges in New York a year after Ferdinand’s death. The three-month trial drew considerable media attention as Madame Marcos periodically collapsed from stress and was wheeled away by paramedics. The prosecution said Imelda used the New York branch of the Philippine National Bank as ‘her own personal piggy bank. She cracked it open and had bundles of cash delivered to her so that she could buy artworks and jewels.’ (Pretty much sums it up.) Imelda’s flamboyant, cowboy-hat-wearing lawyer Gerry Spence argued that Imelda’s only crime was ‘loving her husband for 35 years’. He said his client was a ‘world class shopper’ but also a ‘world class human being’. Somehow, she was acquitted on all counts.

But the court cases kept coming. After returning to her homeland in 1991, a Philippines court convicted Imelda on two cases of graft (unlawfully using political power for personal gain) in September 1993 and sentenced her to 18 to 24 years in prison. While out on bail and appealing the conviction (which was overturned in 1998) she was voted in as a congresswoman of Leyte. Like Donald Trump, Imelda wasn’t going to let being a convicted felon stop her from holding public office.

It was around this time that Imelda released her spiritual autobiography and self-help book Circles of Life, which opens with the following statement: ‘Many things have been written about me and my life. Unfortunately, they have only scathed the surface.’ (Imelda evidently didn’t have the best editor.) Circles of Life was replete with fascinating insights into the nature of existence:


Believe in your dreams, they are as real as your heart, and when you fashion them from your imaginings, they fade to comparison to the realities they can become. You can make them happen. It is the enchantment within you, the mystical power, the energy force that shapes genius and nature together. Divinity’s illumination, like a shaft of light, swaddling your brain in glorious brilliance.



Imelda espoused similarly esoteric ideas in her 1996 interview with Ruby Wax. She claimed that her late husband was ‘a great democrat, a great freedom fighter, and a great libertarian and a humanist’ who was ‘misperceived’ by people in ‘the West’. To illustrate her point, she explained that ‘it is true right now, let us say, it is 12am in the Philippines but it is 12pm in America… and yet it is true, that it is so, at the get given time’.

Wax glanced at the camera and said: ‘Imelda’s playing with relativity and truth now.’

Madame Marcos has always been adept at putting a ‘spin’ on her story. She responded to a 2010 Newsweek article that listed her as one of the greediest people in history by embracing the accusation: ‘I plead guilty. For me, greedy is giving. I was first lady for 20 years, you have to be greedy first to give to all. It is natural. The only things we keep in life are those we give away.’

Imelda’s ‘creative’ approach to the truth has no doubt aided her career as a politician. She has served several terms in public office since first being elected to congress. She has also been a driving force behind the political ascendancy of her son, Bongbong Marcos, who was elected as president of the Philippines in 2022. (If you want to learn more, I recommend watching the 2019 documentary The Kingmaker – Imelda gives a masterclass in pathological lying and narcissism.) In 2012, she declared her net worth to be US$22 million, making her the second-richest politician in the Philippines at the time.

Hundreds of court cases and several decades later, the Philippine Government still hasn’t recovered all the stolen billions. With Bongbong as president, it’s increasingly unlikely that will ever happen. In November 2018, a Philippine court convicted 89-year-old Imelda on seven counts of graft and sentenced her to a maximum of 77 years in prison. To date, she hasn’t served a single day behind bars, and I doubt she ever will.

She remains the Imeldific Mrs Marcos.






Memorable for His Opulence

MARCUS LICINIUS CRASSUS (115 BCE – 53 BCE) was a Roman general, politician and real estate tycoon. He was a commander in Sulla’s army during the Roman civil war and led the forces that suppressed Spartacus’s slave revolt. He achieved political dominance through an alliance with Julius Caesar and Pompey the Great in 60 BCE. The alliance was called the ‘First Triumvirate’ and the trio unofficially ruled Rome for seven years.

Crassus was famed for his fabulous wealth. Pliny the Elder wrote that Crassus ‘was the first to become memorable for his opulence’. He was called ‘the richest man in Rome’ and the saying ‘rich as Crassus’ is still used to this day. Politician and journalist Chrystia Freeland outlines his financial largesse in her book Plutocrats:


Plutarch estimated Crassus’s fortune at 170 million sesterces; Pliny the Elder put it a little higher, at 200 million. That second estimate was roughly the size of the entire government treasury of the Roman empire. Gauged by Milanovic’s metric, Crassus’s fortune translated into an annual return that was equal to the average yearly income of thirty-two thousand Romans.



Crassus was famous for his riches and infamous for his greed. The philosopher and historian Plutarch says that Crassus had ‘many virtues’, but they were all eclipsed by the ‘sole vice of avarice’. Dante depicts Crassus being punished in purgatory for his unholy greed in The Divine Comedy. Crassus was unashamed of his avaricious reputation and has been credited with saying ‘greed is but a word the jealous inflict upon the ambitious’. (Sure sweetie, whatever helps you sleep at night.)

Plutarch recounts how Crassus was accused of having an inappropriate relationship with his cousin, a vestal virgin named Licinia. When the case went to court, Crassus argued that his frequent visits to Licinia had nothing to do with sex. Crassus was just trying to persuade Licinia to sell him her villa at a low price. Knowing his love of cheap real estate, the judges acquitted him. Plutarch concludes by saying, ‘in a way it was his avarice that absolved him from the charge of corrupting the vestal… But he did not let Licinia go until he had acquired her property.’

According to Plutarch, Crassus turned ‘public calamities’ into ‘his greatest source of revenue’. Crassus had an insatiable appetite for bargain real estate and had no problem snatching up the homes of those put to death in Sulla’s violent takeover of Rome. Plutarch recounts how Crassus took advantage of house fires in Rome by buying over 500 slaves who were architects and builders. Crassus ‘would buy houses that were afire, and houses which adjoined those that were afire’. (Talk about a fire sale!) Owners would sell Crassus their burning homes ‘at a trifling price owing to their fear and uncertainty’. Crassus would use his entourage of architects and builders to reconstruct the houses and sell them for a tidy profit. (I wonder if Crassus dabbled in the odd spot of arson to help things along?)

His greed often worked against him. As Plutarch puts it, ‘his achievements were robbed of their favour by the innate curses of avarice and meanness which beset him’, which is a fancy way of saying ‘he should have checked himself before he wrecked himself’. When he captured the Umbrian city of Tuder, Crassus was charged with taking most of the spoils for himself (not cool). Although he was victorious in the final battle of the Roman civil war, he earned a ‘bad name’ for himself ‘by purchasing great estates at a low price and asking donations’. Despite his pivotal role in helping Sulla conquer Rome, Crassus finally lost favour with the dictator by proscribing a man without Sulla’s permission just so he could get his hands on the man’s property. Plutarch reports that, after this incident, Sulla never ‘employed [Crassus] again on public business’. (Epic fail.)

In 55 BCE, the Triumvirate gave Crassus the province of Syria, which promised to significantly increase his net worth. But this wasn’t enough for Crassus, and in 53 BCE he launched an unprovoked attack on Parthia (now north-east Iran). This invasion was frowned upon by many of his contemporaries, including a tribune named Gaius Ateius Capito who completely lost his shit. According to Plutarch, ‘Ateius ran on ahead to the city gate, placed there a blazing brazier, and when Crassus came up, cast incense and libations upon it, and invoked curses which were dreadful and terrifying… and were reinforced by sundry strange and dreadful gods whom he summoned and called by name.’ This supernatural shade-throwing session caused considerable ‘superstitious terror’ among the Romans but didn’t deter Crassus, who was intent on expanding his power, glory and real estate empire.

Crassus monumentally mishandled the invasion, which should have been easy as the Parthians didn’t have a standing army to defend themselves. After a strong start, he retreated to the Euphrates for the winter before securing important strategic ground. This gave Parthia the chance to rally its troops and put them in a much better defensive position when Crassus’s legions returned.

But his biggest mistake, according to Plutarch, was falling for the lies of a Parthian mole named Ariamnes, who persuaded Crassus to turn away ‘from the river and the foothills, and bring [his legions] down into a boundless plain where he could be surrounded’. Crassus took the bait and was ruthlessly smacked down by the Parthian forces at Carrhae. His son was murdered and his legions were decimated. Crassus attempted to negotiate a truce but was killed in the process. According to the Roman historian Cassius Dio, Crassus ‘was slain, either by one of his own men to prevent his capture alive, or by the enemy because he was badly wounded. This was his end. And the Parthians, as some say, poured molten gold into his mouth in mockery… he had set so great store by money.’

Thus, the richest man in Rome came to an ignominious end. The disastrous battle at Carrhae became the stuff of Roman legend, giving rise to the Latin phrase Crassus errare, meaning grave or unforgivable mistake. (It’s great when your name becomes a term for massively screwing up.)

To add insult to fatal injury, Plutarch claims that the Parthians also played around with Crassus’s decapitated head. The story goes that the Parthian King Hyrodes was holding a wedding banquet for his son following their victory against the Romans. The banqueters were enjoying a theatre performance when a Parthian commander named Sillaces arrived with Crassus’s head in hand:


Now when the head of Crassus was brought to the king’s door, the tables had been removed, and a tragic actor, Jason by name, of Tralles, was singing that part of the ‘Bacchae’ of Euripides… Sillaces stood at the door of the banqueting-hall, and after a low obeisance, cast the head of Crassus into the centre of the company. The Parthians lifted it up with clapping of hands and shouts of joy.



A good time was had by all.






For His Pocket’s Sake

IF I ASKED YOU TO name the ten worst people in history, King Leopold II of Belgium probably wouldn’t be top of the list. He may not even be on your list. A lot of people don’t know who he is. But when it comes to history’s most prolific mass murderers, Leopold was right up there with the worst of them. American writer and humanitarian Mark Twain held him solely responsible for the ‘ghastliest episode in all human history’, calling him a ‘money-crazy king towering toward the sky in a world-solitude of sordid crime, unfellowed and apart from the human race’. Kaiser Wilhelm II thought he was the embodiment of pure evil, calling him ‘Satan and Mammon in one person’ (and this is coming from the guy who was effectively responsible for World War I!). King Leopold II was a villain whose catastrophic selfishness destroyed millions of lives. Let’s give him the damnation and disrepute he deserves.

Leopold was born in Brussels in 1835, five years after Belgium became an independent nation. He was the second son of King Leopold I and Louise of Orléans and first cousin to Queen Victoria. His older brother, Louis Philippe, died soon after Leopold’s birth, putting him first in line for the throne. Prince Leopold was a shy and unpopular boy who walked with a limp. His father called him ‘the little tyrant’ and his mother was apparently freaked out by Leopold’s large nose (which probably wasn’t great for his self-esteem). In 1846, he was given the title ‘Duke of Brabant’ and made a sub-lieutenant in the army. (I’m sure he was super qualified for the role at the age of 11.)

Marie Henriette of Austria married Leopold in 1853 as part of an arranged alliance between royal houses. The 18-year-old Leopold and 16-year-old Marie took an instant dislike to each other. Leopold was disagreeable, humourless and had a strange obsession with trade. Marie was an outgoing horse lover with a memorable laugh. One observer famously compared their engagement to the union of ‘a stable-boy and a nun’, with Leopold being the ‘nun’. It was a match made in hell.

Things quickly deteriorated on their honeymoon in Venice. Leopold upset Marie by refusing to let her ride in a gondola and giving her the cold shoulder for several days. Marie voiced her marital misery in a letter written to a friend a few weeks after the wedding: ‘If God hears my prayers, I shall not go on living much longer.’ (Her prayers went unanswered, and she went on living for another 49 years.)

Marie’s gregarious personality, kindness and beauty soon endeared her to the Belgian people, who called her ‘The Rose of Brabant’ (it’s a shame her good nature didn’t rub off on her husband). The couple had four children together. In 1869 their only son, nine-year-old Prince Leopold, died from pneumonia after falling into a pond. This was the beginning of the end for their already unhappy marriage. Although the couple never divorced, they lived separately from 1872 until Marie’s death in 1902.
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