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         The articles, essays and profiles in The Sultan and the Mermaid Queen were written over a period spanning several decades; some information and facts might be dated but the essence of the stories remains intact. And I’ve gone beyond a strict geographical limitation for the Asian designation of the book’s title to include subjects that are Asian in spirit.
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               LADAKH, India. 
               
 
               A young girl, identified 30 years later as Tsewang Dolma, sets off to school. Her eyes seem to promise “Watch me, I’m going to surprise you.” 
               
 
               Photo: Paul Sochaczewski
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            INTRODUCTION
 
            THE FLYING KRIS, TIGER MAGICIANS AND THE “SNOWMAN OF THE JUNGLE”
            

         

      

    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            LEFT BRAIN/RIGHT BRAIN
            
 
            What is the modern equivalent of the Iban berjalai, the rite of passage, the need to wander?
            
 
            SOLO, Indonesia

         
 
         The Sultans of Yogyakarta and Solo, in Central Java, Indonesia, trace their ancestry, and their legitimacy, to a Mermaid Queen.
         
 
         To a kid born in Brooklyn and raised in New Jersey, this concept, this practice, this conundrum, is spectacularly tantalizing.
 
         Since I was a child I’ve been intrigued by distant pastures. It was armchair imagining, mostly, writing school reports about Tibet and reading The Wonderful Flight to the Mushroom Planet, the first book I ever read that had no pictures.
         
 
         Every day in Asia I realize that I will hear of an occurrence that I not only do not understand but in a dozen lifetimes would have no hope of comprehending.
 
         And each day I will find someone willing to explain what’s going on, with more patience, probably, than I would explain the rules of baseball to a first-time visitor to America.
 
         My Cartesian, logical, scientific, fact-oriented left brain says one thing, but the smoke and mirrors-reality in front of me says something else. It’s reminiscent of the line from Hamlet: “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,/ Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”
         
 
         
            • Several varieties of “Hobbits” have been reported on the Indonesian island of Flores – who are these small folk at the end of the trail and what do they teach us about our own humanity?
            
 
            • Some Indonesians, specifically some Javanese, believe that a wavy-bladed kris can be endowed with magic. Such a dagger can fly on the volition of its owner, can take an enemy’s life with no human hand guiding it, and so intimately represent its owner that there are tales of men who got married by sending their krises to stand in for them while the men were occupied with more substantial matters than betrothal.
            
 
            • The King of Thailand and former kings of Burma and Cambodia, owe their power to a white elephant, a symbol of Lord Buddha, and a harbinger of a fruitful and just reign.
            
 
            • People who live near the forests of Sumatra tell of a small-version of the yeti, let’s call it a “jungle snowman”, which helps some rural folk define their humanity.
            
 
            • A Japanese zen monk mobilizes the Buddhist Goddess of Mercy to attract golfers to practice meditation.
            
 
            • A homeless Chinese man in Honolulu is convinced he is the real “last emperor of China”, he’s following a long tradition of self-declared royalty.
            
 
            •  Alfred Russel Wallace wanders for eight years in Southeast Asia, catching, pickling and selling an extraordinary diversity of beetles, butterflies, birds, and animals, including 17 orangutans. In the process Wallace has a malarial dream and devises the theory of natural selection and gets usurped by Charles Darwin.
            
 
            •  A Swiss shepherd travels to Borneo to incite tribal nomads to fight against Big Timber and Big Government. He is only marginally successful and disappears under highly mysterious circumstances.
            
 
            •  The last elephant hunter of Vietnam has achieved such prominence that he has his own brand of medicinal wine.
            
 
            •  The Chinese, who created just about everything else, stake a claim to having invented golf.
            
 
            •  The caretaker of Rangoon’s only synagogue dreams of reversing a Jewish exodus.
            
 
            •  Tough mountain women in India tell intruders, “If you want to cut that tree you have to first cut through me.”
            
 
            •  Religionists of various ilk fight for the soul of a confused man in Indonesian New Guinea.
            
 
            •  The Hindu monkey god Hanuman flies from Sri Lanka to the Indian Himalaya in search of medicinal plants – he rips a mountain off its base to save the life of Lord Rama’s brother, but in doing so incurs the lasting wrath of a few feisty villagers.
            

         
 
         I would not have learned of these people and situations without one of the 20th centuries most senseless and controversial periods – the Vietnam War.
 
         Not to make it sound too romantic, or push the pun, but the summer of 1969, when I graduated from university, was a heady time. I had just one big, wouldn’t go-away constraint, the Vietnam War.
 
         I earned a temporary reprieve by joining the Peace Corps.
 
         I asked for Botswana, deep in Africa and about as far from my middle class milieu as possible. The bureaucrats sent me to Borneo, more precisely to the Malaysian state of Sarawak, and my world changed.
 
         I was introduced to places whose names resonated with history and incense, glamour and promise. There’s Sumatra, Java and Borneo; Malacca, Vientiane, and Makassar; Kelantan, Kathmandu and Ayudhya. Not to mention the rivers: Ganges and Yangtze, Mahakam and Mekong. Names rich with allure, and also ripe with the sense that they were somehow unobtainable, unknowable. The Call of the Maybe, the Cry of the What-If.
         
 
         Consider the search for the tribe of giant, cannibalistic, Caucasians who reputedly live on Indonesia’s Halmahera island and who kill trespassers by hurling stones with their feet. They’re called the Orang Togutil. I actually found the tribe, but quickly saw they were neither white, large, nor violent. They were basically like other Indonesians, but without electricity and consumer goods. “Where are the real nasty guys?” I asked them. Basically the answer I got, similar to when I searched for tiger magicians called pawang harimau in Sumtra, was, “It ain’t us boss. We’re cool, but if you go over the next hill, towards the rainbow, you’ll find some really bad dudes.”
         
 
         Peter Kedit, former director of the Sarawak (Malaysia) Museum, might call this kind of travel a form of berjalai practiced by the Iban tribe, a young man’s right of passage which in previous times, at least in Borneo, included the taking of enemy heads.
         
 
         Similarly, anthropologist Robert Sapolsky discussed self-exile in the context of young male primates leaving the nest. “Another key to our success [as humans] must have something to do with this primate legacy of getting an itch around adolescence. What is going on with that individual’s genes, hormones, and neuro-transmitters to make it hit the road?…An adolescent female chimp cranes to catch a glimpse of the chimps from the next valley. New animals, a whole bunch of ‘em! To hell with logic and sensible behavior, to hell with tradition and respecting your elders, to hell with this drab little town, and to hell with that knot of fear in your stomach. Curiosity, excitement, adventure – the hunger for novelty is something fundamentally daft, rash, and enriching that we share with our whole taxonomic order.”
         
 
         Here are some of those stories.
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               MOUNT BROMO, Indonesia. 
               
 
               A sister and her infant brother watch another dawn. 
               
 
               Photo: Paul Sochaczewski
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            THE REAL EMPEROR OF CHINA
            
 
            PERSONAL ESSAYS
            

         

      

    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter 1
 
            AUNT SARAH RATHER LIKED HER ORIGINAL CHILDHOOD NAME
            
 
            Popping balloons instead of Chinese firecrackers;  “mystic influence to the center”
            
 
            HONOLULU, Hawai’i

         
 
         I filled out the forms and wished my ancestors had been Burmese or Chinese. I was changing my name to my grandfather’s original, and Win or Wong would have been a lot easier to put on a new credit card than Sochaczewski.
         
 
         But we have little control over whose descendants we are. My grandfather, Josef Sochaczewski, came to America from Kalisz, Poland, then part of Russia, in 1912, part of the great wave of European immigration. His family – my grandmother Esther, my father Samuel, and my aunt, whom I always called Syd – followed in 1913. I have an old family portrait which I treasure. My moustachioed grandfather looks like a Polish Pavarotti, my grandmother, pregnant with my uncle Bill, resembles a weary but very wise Madonna. Apparently she had tuberculosis when the photo was taken and died a year later.
 
         A few years after passing the Statue of Liberty and arriving on Ellis Island, it came time for little Syd to go to school. Her Aunt Lena, the only relative who spoke good English, accompanied the girl. But the school official, apparently aghast at such an odd and difficult name as Sochaczewski, refused to register the girl and told Lena to come back with a simpler moniker. Today, the school official’s politically-incorrect action would be grounds for dismissal (if not a law suit); around 1915 he had simply made my family an offer they couldn’t refuse. Aunt Lena, thinking quickly, suggested that Syd Sochaczewski be registered instead as Wachtel, which was Lena’s married name.
         
 
         My grandfather thought this was fine, since, to him, Wachtel sounded more American than Sochaczewski. And, like most immigrants of that period, he wanted to jump into the American melting pot as quickly as possible. He legally changed the family name to Wachtel.
 
         Americans change their names for many reasons. Some are motivated by show business glitter (Norma Jeane Mortenson, later Baker, to Marilyn Monroe), some by religious conviction (Cassius Marcellus Clay Jr. to Muhammad Ali), and some by a personal vision of how a commercially-successful name is constructed (John Paul “Jack” Rosenberg to Werner Erhard).
 
         But most name-changers of the early 20th century, like my grandfather, never made the limelight. Thousands of people strove to de-link themselves from their pasts. It seems this desire to become American (and by definition un-become Italian or Russian or Polish) was part of a ritual cleansing, a symbolic burning of old vêtements, as if to say “I can’t, I won’t go home again.”
         
 
         As I grew older I realized that home is comprised of many nests. My life was in transition. For me, the way forward lay in a desire to return to roots. I wanted to change my name, and while I had known the story of my family’s name change for years, several factors had prevented me from reverting to the original.
 
         The first was concern that my modest writing career would be hindered, the second was that I dreaded having to change all my records, and the third was that, as an American expatriate in Switzerland I had to wait until I returned to the United States long enough to establish residence.
 
         The fourth problem, however, was the most daunting and problematic. No one in our family knew how to spell the original name.
         
 
         I played with different spellings, even going so far as to send some orthographic variants to a numerologist friend in India who calculated the relative impact of different phonetic spellings of what I thought my name might be.
 
         I eventually went to the Ellis Island Museum and saw an exhibit of belongings immigrants had brought with them to America. The hand-made doll in a display case was probably not much different from a similar cuddly-friend I imagine Aunt Syd caressing; the stuffed bear similar, perhaps, to one my father might have embraced. I saw women’s jewelry and men’s watches and photos and mementos of home that were lightweight enough to fit into a steamer trunk but heavy enough to provide solace during the uncertain future. I admired the courage these people had to leave for a place where they neither spoke the language nor had any guarantee of success. I have lived overseas for more than half my life, but my adventures seem smaller than those of my daring relatives.
 
         Officials at Ellis Island put me in touch with the National Archives and Records Administration in Bayonne, New Jersey, and I told them roughly what I had been told about the family’s arrival in America. Several weeks later they sent me photocopies as long as my arm of the original folio pages from passengers arriving in Ellis Island aboard the S.S. Kaiserin Auguste Victoria, sailing from Hamburg. It was the best use of the taxpayers’ money that I’ve come across. SOCHACZEWSKI, the folio said, in welcome-to-America-land-of opportunity upper case. I called up some Polish friends to learn how to pronounce it (say: soh-kha-CHEV-ski). I practised my signature a few times (it still hurts my hand to write, and I’m not comfortable enough with it yet to scrawl-it). I spelled it on the phone to friends, first in English, then in French. It felt like I had been dealt a Scrabble hand with no vowels.
         
 
         I took a sabbatical at the East-West Center in Honolulu, and the office of the (Philippines origin) Lieutenant Governor, Benjamin Cayetano, was helpful in walking me through the paperwork. Most Americans are immigrants, of course, but it felt somehow suitable to go back to my Polish roots in the Hawaiian melting pot. Fannie, the Chinese woman in the East West Center in charge of “aloha” (that’s her real job description), organized a quasi-Chinese ceremony – in politically-correct Hawaii we substituted bursting balloons for firecrackers.
         
 
         I changed my name, not so much because I feel Polish (I don’t speak a word) but because I don’t feel German (and I certainly don’t feel like a quail, which is how Wachtel translates). Somehow it feels right. The 19th century Scottish philosopher, Thomas Carlyle, recognized that a name can shape a life, reflecting “…what mystic influence does it not send inwards, even to the centre.”
 
         Almost as cosmic proof that I chose rightly, odd and pleasant things began to occur. Strangers see my complicated name in a publication and write to me, asking if, just possibly, we might be related. A newly-found cousin in Montreal, Ari Sochaczewski, invited me to his son’s Bar Mitzvah. I told a friend in Basel, Switzerland about the name change and she explained that she had a friend, Simon Sochaczewski, also in Basel, with a similar name. We couldn’t possibly be related, I thought, but she spelled his name and it had the same odd concurrence of Slavic consonants. I called him, learned about his service in the Résistance in France. He mentioned a relative who had moved to Brooklyn. “I’m from Brooklyn!” I said, and immediately called Aunt Syd. “Sure, Jack Sachs,” she remembered, explaining that Simon’s/Jack’s branch of the family Anglicized the name rather than changing it completely, as ours had done. “Jack died about twenty years ago.” I called Simon back and we figured out that we are second cousins, I think (I’m not very good at figuring out these family trees). Right here in Switzerland.
         
 
         When I first decided to make the name change I called my aunt, who started all this trouble by wanting to go to school some four-score years ago.
 
         She calls herself Syd, and I asked her why. “My name was Sadie,” she explained, but I never liked that name so I changed it to Syd.”
         
 
         “But your name isn’t Sadie,” I said. “It’s Sarah. Says so right here on the immigration documents they filled out when you got off the boat at Ellis Island. Sarah. Four years old. Nationality: Russia. Race: Jewish. Final destination: Brooklyn. It says here you were ‘illiterate’.”
         
 
         “Oh my,” my eighty-something Aunt Syd/Sarah replied. “If I had known that I never would have changed my name. I rather like the name Sarah, don’t you?”
         

      

    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter 2
 
            ALMOST A KNIGHT TO REMEMBER
            
 
            I rather liked being called “Sir Paul”
            
 
            SOON-TO-BE-NATION OF SAVANTIS, Can’t-tell-you-where

         
 
         I turned down a knighthood recently. It was a tough decision – I liked the sound of “Sir Paul”.
         
 
         I had replied to a notice in the International Herald Tribune that had offered “an economically available, State Sanctioned Hereditary Knighthood.”
         
 
         Turns out that some wannabe nobles have resurrected the Knights Templar, a prominent and powerful group of medieval Christian noblemen who protected pilgrims on the crusader routes to Jerusalem.
 
         The Knights Templar were created by the Catholic church in 1127, and were wiped out the same way, when Pope Clement V’s Bull Vox in excelso of March 22, 1312 abolished the group, despite its being vigorously championed by celebrities such as Dante Alighieri. Two years later the Church ordered Knights Templar Grand Master Jacques de Molay burned at the stake.
         
 
         The literature surrounding the Knights Templar weaves historical fact, fantastical tales, conspiracy theories, metaphysics and religious geopolitics. Some writers claim that the image of what is now called the Shroud of Turin is actually Jacques de Molay’s. An abundant shadow literature claims that the Knights Templar were the origin of Freemasonry, that they had links to the fabled continent of Atlantis, that they possessed the Ark of the Covenant and the Holy Grail.
         
 
         Several years ago a group of mostly-British visionaries recreated the Ancient and Noble Order of Knights Templar as a non-profit organization in Israel. For just a single US$5,000 fee, and fees of US$500 year (less than my golf club fees), I could be honored in an investiture involving apanages and escutcheons. I’d get to wear a special ring and have use of two castles and the opportunity to buy privately bottled Knights Templar Bordeaux.
 
         And even better, the title comes with citizenship of a new country they’re creating, code-named Savantis.
 
         “Only five people know where it is,” said Knights Templar Chancellor Savant Graham Renshaw-Heron. But from reading between the lines I figure they’re buying an island in the Philippines or the Caribbean. According to Sir Graham, the thousand or so locals are enthusiastic about becoming Savantists and living under five dukes who will control the country. The nation will become a beacon of hearty, mostly British-bred, capitalistic enthusiasm, with economic benefits accruing from the planned casinos, resorts, golf courses and offshore banking and flags of convenience shipping.
 
         I asked my friend Dan about whether he too wanted to sign up – I figured we could get a two-for-one deal, maybe even a free toaster.
 
         “Those guys don’t need they’re own country,” he said. “They’re already on their own planet.”
 
         The Knights Templar certainly have a history of geographical expansion. The medieval group had a fleet larger than that of most countries – Columbus flew the Templar’s red cross on his sails. William Mann, author of The Labyrinth of the Grail, claims that the Knights Templar “possessed the ‘secret’ of being able to fix longitudinal positions long before it became common practice,” and that this “sacred geometry”, allowed Neolithic to Roman era “societies who were in on the secret” to circumnavigate the world and settle corners of the world that are far removed from Europe.
         
 
         So, the idea that the new Knights Templar might start their own country has a certain fuzzy logic – after all, the original Knights Templar bought the island of Cyprus. And I love the idea of starting your own country. In fact I propose something similar in my novel Earthlove, in which a nature conservation organization thinks about buying a tropical archipelago and establishing a Republic of Rich Misunderstood Heads of State to provide secure luxury housing for deposed dictators who otherwise might face pesky legal efforts to divest them of their fortunes. Instead of wandering around the world seeking asylum, Baby Doc could have leased an island of his own, as might have Ferdinand Marcos, Idi Amin, Mobuto Sese Seko and other rich despots.
         
 
         But can you just start a new country like that?
 
         Well, countries are being created and destroyed all the time. The United States, of course, didn’t exist before 1776. Italy didn’t exist before 1866, and even then it was missing Rome, which joined in 1870. A vast swath of African and Asian countries were mere pink blotches on the colonial maps before the post-WWII period, and the 1990s breakup of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia created nation-building opportunities for many territories that previously were only known to geographers and stamp collectors. The United Nations had just 157 country members in 1981, but this number expanded quickly – Switzerland just became the 190th member of the United Nations, leaving the Vatican as the only generally-recognized country out of the international body. Palestine and Tibet? Watch this space.
         
 
         Most of these new countries of course were created by standard causes – wars, revolutions, political uprisings, collapse of empires.
 
         But don’t discount human ingenuity in the nation-building process.
 
         For US$145 you can become a citizen of the Principality of Castellania in Austria, where Prince Ralph I, formerly a burgher named Otto Hubner, has sold more than 2000 citizenships in 25 years of independence. Or why not become a Sealander? In 1967 Englishman Roy Bates re-invented himself as Prince Roy of Sealand and took over an abandoned World War II anti-aircraft tower off Britain’s east coast. “I have always liked the idea of liberty,” he told the British newspaper The Mirror, “and this was the ultimate way of achieving it.”
         
 
         In November 1998, Philippine police raided a hotel in Olongapo, near Subic Bay, and arrested a Briton, an Australian and a Malaysian. They had been running an internet scam that offered passports for a fictitious nation called the Dominion of Melchizedek, named after Jerusalem’s high priest to whom Abraham gave a tenth of his fortune in celebration of rescuing Lot and his family from Sodom.
 
         The Dominion of Melchizedek bubble burst when a man who identified himself as “His Serene Highness Gerald-Dennis Sayn-Wittgenstein-Hohenstein” tried to open bank accounts in Hong Kong with checks issued by phony Melchizedek banks. The 22-year-old unemployed Austrian, who had been living in the passenger terminal at Kai Tak airport in Hong Kong, turned out to be a baker, not a prince. During his trial (he was convicted for bank fraud and jailed for six months), it was learned that he had visited a number of Asian countries with his Melchizedek “diplomatic passport”.
 
         But Savantis, which Sir Graham assured me is “just an inch away from receiving United Nations recognition,” would be a kinder, gentler, and I assume, a more legitimate place. I could see myself as social director at the Savantis Golf Club, perhaps, or professor of creative writing at Savantis University.
 
         One thing is sure though, and that is there will never be a Gay Pride Day in Savantis. The Knights Templar constitution, which preaches that “there are no, nor shall there ever be, any political, religious or racial affiliations, obligations or favours of any nature,” draws the line on the issue of homosexuality. They are very clear: “While it may be recognized that certain governments, and for their own reasons, have de-criminalized acts of homosexuality, it is the avowed policy of this Noble Order to unreservedly condemn and decry all such activities.”
         
 
         Curiously, after his arrest on the morning of October 13, 1307, de Molay spent the next seven years in prison undergoing extreme tortures to force him to issue a confession that would damn the order in the eyes of the people and the Catholic Church.
 
         Although de Molay confessed under duress to denying Christ and trampling on the Holy Cross, he steadfastly denounced the accusations that the initiation ritual consisted of homosexual practices.
 
         Now while I have gay friends I’m not in favor of them receiving special treatment in society. Let them do what they want as consenting adults. Just don’t involve me and don’t show me the holiday snapshots.
 
         But I don’t much like the idea of Savantis telling anyone, in particular me, how to run their lives. Nevertheless, I grudgingly admire the Knights Templar’s fighting spirit, encouraging the “abandoning of all wimpish thoughts whether this or that cannot or should be attempted.”
 
         The Knights Templar documentation is wholeheartedly individualistic and appeals to anyone who thinks there is entirely too much government in our lives. Savantis will be a place where: “Further and more self-evident human rights such as the absence of oppressive alimony laws, childish seat belt laws, alcoholic consumption laws, the punishment of success by the successful being forced to support the unsuccessful, or the energetic being obliged to support the slothful, shall also be Constitutionally and conspicuously absent, while the inherent rights of self defence, privacy, protection of property, etc. shall be immutably enshrined in The Constitution of Savantis, which shall become blended with the Constitution of this Noble Order….”
 
         It’s their right, of course, to decide who can become a Savantis citizen and what the codes of ethics are. Northern Australia, among many places, prohibits homosexuality. Vibrators and sex toys are outlawed in Kansas. And adultery will, theoretically at least, get you arrested in New York.
         
 
         When I questioned the civil liberty issue Sir Graham argued: “Your golf club wouldn’t allow me to play in just a bathing suit. They’re allowed to set their own standards of behavior. So are we.”
 
         I didn’t like the possibility that these guys, and they’re all guys since women can’t hold Savantis office, could conceivably change the constitution in a few years and tell me, say, that the Missionary Position is the only approved posture.
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         And I like the sound of “Sir Paul”. The truth is, I was tempted. I left myself a phone message (“Sir Paul, this is Steven Spielberg. I’d like to make a film of your novel.”) to see how it sounded. It sounded just fine. (I’m rather used to honorifics, actually. My mom called me Angel. My wife calls me Hunk. Other acquaintances have called me more colorful titles.)
 
         But I’ve always rejected honors. I refused to join the high school honor society. I refused to join a fraternity. With the exception of my golf club, I’m sympathetic to Groucho Marx’s dictum “I wouldn’t belong to any club that would have me as a member.”
 
         But still, “Sir Paul” has a certain ring (and a reasonable price tag). Maybe I was too hasty. Maybe I could work my way up the Templar totem pole. Since I’m a writer, I could be eventually be known as “The Prince Formerly Known as Artist”.

      

    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter 3
 
            CHINA’S EMPEROR IS TANNED, RESTED AND READY
            
 
            Homeless Hawaiian heir to the throne seeks financial support to restore Ming Dynasty greatness
            
 
            HONOLULU, Hawai’i

         
 
         I had naively thought that China’s 2,000-year-old imperial system ended when 12-year-old Pu Yi, the last emperor, was overthrown in 1912.
         
 
         “Not so,” declares Elmer. “I’m the last emperor.”
         
 
         I met the man I’ll call Elmer, for reasons that will become clear, by chance. He stood next to me in front of the visitors’ board at the East-West Center in Honolulu. “There are some Chinese visiting,” he observed sotto voce, as if he was speaking in Spy vs Spy code.
 
         We began to talk. Elmer was suspicious at first. He is Chinese and royal. I am Anglo and common.
 
         Elmer is obviously an emperor of the people. Plain grey T-shirt. Dirty jeans. Flip-flops. Black hair, speckled grey, pulled into a pony-tail. His briefcase was a folded piece of cardboard, from which he extracted a complicated genealogy, which links him directly and definitively, he explained, to the 17th century Chou dynasty as well as to Chou En-lai, Sun Yat-sen and Chiang Kai-shek.
         
 
         But what about Prince Aisin Giorro Pu Jie? I asked, referring to the younger brother of Henry Pu Yi, the last emperor whose life was featured in Bertolucci’s film, who died in Beijing in 1994.
         
 
         “Pu Yi was Ching dynasty. Manchurians. Invaders. My family are Chinese,” Emperor Elmer said.
 
         His genealogy, printed on the back of his CV, told a contorted tale of usurped emperors and invaders, and of exiled royalty who emigrated to Hawaii. Shaky about Chinese family trees, I asked around and found that Elmer has been a bit, er, creative, with his historical narrative. One scholar thought that the emperor “learned his history from a fortune cookie.”
 
         But hey, call me a dreamer. What if…I invited Elmer for lunch, figuring that, just in case he was who he said he was, it couldn’t hurt to be pals with the Big Guy.
 
         Elmer ordered chop suey from the University of Hawaii’s cafeteria. I had a hamburger.
 
         Elmer wasn’t too clear about his strategy for gaining the throne. He wants to visit China, for the first time, to see his people. “Can you find funding for me?” he asks. He wants to bring western ideas to the Middle Kingdom, particularly the religion of the Jehovah’s Witnesses. “Chinese are Semites,” he explains obliquely. “Direct descendants of Noah.”
 
         I suggest it might be useful for American-born Elmer to learn a few phrases of Mandarin. “Uh?”, the emperor-to-be grunts, which is the way he acknowledges new, seemingly apparent ideas, as in “This is how you network.” “Uh?”
 
         He bridles at the suggestion that he also might brush up a bit on Chinese politics and customs. He gets edgy. I’ve overstepped his royal space.
 
         I ask him, respectfully, I hope, what qualifications he has to lead 1.2 billion people.
 
         Elmer waves the genealogy. He went to college for four years but left before getting a degree, muttering, “It was a fake sexual harassment case.” He adds: “I’m stable, level headed. Have good common sense. I hope it’s tough for someone to take advantage of me.” 
         
 
         He doesn’t think that China is ready for a democratic movement. What about the current generation of Chinese leaders? “They’re doing the best they can.”
 
         “President [George H.W.] Bush had about the right kind of China policy,” he adds. But he’s down on Henry Kissinger. Elmer points out that he once handed a letter to Kissinger, who was visiting Honolulu, asking for support. To Elmer’s surprise, Kissinger spent all his time in Hawaii without seeking the emperor’s counsel about how Sino-American relations would improve once Elmer took over the throne. So much for Kissinger’s renowned geopolitical acumen.
 
         Obviously chutzpah is a useful quality in a wannabe emperor. While speaking with Elmer I was reminded of Joshua Abraham Norton, a 19th century English Jew who sold supplies to San Francisco gold rushers and then declared himself Emperor of America.
 
         In 1859 Norton walked into the offices of the San Francisco Bulletin and presented them with this single sentence, which they ran on the next edition’s front page:
 
         “At the preemptory request of a large majority of the citizens of these United States, I, Joshua Norton…declare and proclaim myself Emperor of these US, and in virtue of the authority thereby in me vested to hereby order and direct the representatives of the different States of the Union to assemble in Musical Hall of this city, on the 1st day of February next, then and there to make such alterations in the existing laws of the Union as may ameliorate the evils under which the country is laboring, and thereby cause confidence to exist, both at home and abroad, in our stability and integrity.”
 
         It was signed “Norton I. Emperor of the United States.”
 
         Like Elmer, Norton I had a common touch: he abjured seclusion and luxury, attending every public function by foot or bicycle. If he noticed someone performing some kind act he might spontaneously ennoble them, from which practice the expression “Queen for a day” was obtained. 
         
 
         In return for his noble generosity restaurants offered the emperor free dinners; he was given three seats at every theatrical performance (one for himself and one each for his famously well-behaved dogs, Bummer and Lazarus). The city itself paid for his uniforms, Bay Area newspapers published his proclamations and he had his own currency printed, which was accepted widely. He had a habit of levying taxes by walking into the offices of an old business friend and announcing an imperial assessment of ten million dollars or so, but could quickly be talked down to a cigar and small change. When he was arrested by an overzealous policeman “to be confined for treatment of a mental disorder” virtually every newspaper published editorials denouncing the action and Norton was released with a lengthy public apology from the chief of police.
         
 
         Norton sent frequent cables to fellow rulers offering surprisingly well-informed advice. King Kamehameha of Hawai’i (then the Sandwich Islands) was so taken with the Emperor’s insight and understanding that towards the end of his life Kamehameha refused to recognize the U.S. State Department, saying he would deal only with representatives of Norton’s Empire.
 
         When Norton I died in 1890 ten thousand people lined up to view his mortal remains; his funeral cortege was three kilometers long. At 2.39 pm, during his funeral, San Francisco experienced a total eclipse of the sun.
 
         Elmer could use some heavenly miracles since his claim to the throne is in danger of disintegrating unless he gets some support.
 
         Elmer explains that he has high-placed relatives in the Hawaiian political and social world. “But they won’t help me,” he says. “They’re jealous. Afraid of my power. And the CIA wants to assassinate me.” I agree not to use his real name.
 
         We meet a couple of other times but since Elmer has no phone and no fixed domicile it is difficult to set up appointments.
 
         Although we lose contact, I read about China’s political travails with renewed interest. Could it happen? I can’t recall a communist state turning democratic and then deciding to re-establish a monarchy. Even Great Britain is toying with the idea of giving Queen Elizabeth the boot. But in Geneva, King Michael of Romania is talking comeback. It works in sports, and it works in politics. Emperor Elmer. He’s tanned, rested and ready. Emperor Elmer. I like the sound.
         

      

    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Chapter 4
     
            THE GIRL BY THE SIDE OF THE ROAD
            
     
            Thirty years on, searching for the girl whose eyes said, “I’m going to surprise you.”
            
          
            LADAKH, India

         
   
         In 1979 I took a black and white photo of a young girl in Ladakh. She was perhaps ten. She wore a rough robe of homespun wool, she carried a slate on which she used a stick dipped in muddy water to write her alphabets, she carried a simple brown canvas army-style book bag slung over her shoulder.
         

         I have no idea what she was thinking, but to me her gaze says, quietly, “Watch me. I’m going to surprise you.”

         I sought her out in April 2005.

         There was a slight problem though. I didn’t remember where I had taken the photo.

         One of the benefits of being a somewhat organized pack rat is that I keep my old journals. I found my notes from the trip 26 years earlier. At a town I had identified as Bongzo, I had written about a little girl, whose “hands were rough with ingrained dirt, the texture of sandpaper.” We had arithmetic as a common language, and I wrote “2 + 2” and watched her stroke the numeral “4”. I gave her a ball point pen. “The girl’s eyes lit for a moment with immediate recognition,” I had written. “After realizing the pen was for her she grabbed it and in one motion hid it inside her homespun robe.”
         

         In 2005 I was in the remote Himalayan region of Ladakh for a weekend, to write an article about the golf course in Leh, which, at 3,445 meters, is the world’s highest. I had a free day, and understanding my esoteric interests, my guide Tashi Chotak Lonchey had taken me to the monastery which I had visited 26 years earlier (yes, one of the monks was still alive and he recognized himself in a photo). After a cup of butter tea we decided to drive several hours to visit a sacred forest, an ancient juniper tree grove in Hemis Shukpachan. After driving for about an hour we passed a small village and I saw a sign that said “Basgo”. “Maybe this is the place where you took the picture,” Tashi suggested. Bongzo? Basgo? Close enough to be worth a stop.

         None of it looked familiar. My only thought was that in 1979 my friend David and I must have stopped here for a tea break during a bus ride to Ridzong Monastery further along the same road.

         Tashi and I stopped at a large house near the road and showed a blowup of the young girl’s photo to an old woman. “It could be Tsewang,” she said after some thought. “Her husband Tashi Angchok is just up the street.”

         We found Tashi Angchok working at the family restaurant. He offered us tea as he studied the photo. “The smile looks similar to my wife’s,” he said. But the problem was that his wife, Tsewang Dolma, the reputed girl in the photo, wasn’t around the day we stopped by since she teaches at Tridho, a one-class school some three hours away, near the Chinese border.

         He took the picture to his mother-in-law, and came back with a handful of old photos showing his wife as a young girl. The mother said that my photo seemed to be that of her daughter, but she wasn’t too sure.

         We still had a long program ahead of us that day, so we left the photo with Tashi Angchok, told him we would be back at the end of the afternoon, went to explore the sacred forest in Hemis.

         It was almost sundown when we got back to Basgo.

         “It’s her,” Tashi said confidently. 
         

         We asked how he knew.

         “I showed the picture to Tsewang’s sister but didn’t say ‘is this Tsewang?’ I simply asked ‘do you know this girl?’” he said, quite proud of his reporting skills. “She said ‘yes, that’s my little sister.’”

         So, just like that I had found a family who has invited me to dinner next time I’m in Ladakh. Then I’ll get a chance to actually have a conversation with this girl, now a grown woman, whose photo and spirit has graced my home for a quarter of a century.

      

    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Chapter 5
     
            KILL MOSQUITOES ‘TIL THEY’RE DEAD
            
     
            Choreographing the singing chicken, goat and twin rabbits
            
          
            JAKARTA, Indonesia

         
   
         Incense is far from a simple commodity. It’s an essential component of Indonesian meditation. But add a swig of insecticide, manufacture it into coils that emit an insect-defying smoke, and you get that wonderfully Asian invention dubbed the mosquito coil. Ridding the world of little devils, in either case.
         

         Back in the 1970s, Hennoch Tampi, one of my clients in the Jakarta advertising agency in which I worked, wanted a new campaign for his three mosquito coil brands. In the visual and not always-literate marketplace they were named after the animals represented on the packs: Kambing (Goat brand, so called because it has a picture of a goat on the front), Ayam (Chicken) and Dua Kelinci (Double Rabbit).

         I felt I owed him a Big Idea. After all, he was the first to feed me rat curry, a major treat in his hometown of Manado.

         We did lunch at the Executive Club.

         “How about we maybe get some famous comedians to slap each other all night because they can’t sleep because there are so many mosquitoes because…” he suggested. 
         

         I saw greatness beckoning. “Here’s what we do,” I said, scribbling on the linen tablecloth. “The film starts with an animated scene of a mosquito control tower sending mosquito fighter plane-warriors to attack a peaceful human village. Who comes to save them? Why the heroes of the mosquito war – Super Kambing, a human goat dressed like Superman but with horns; Abdul Ayam, a giant chicken looking like a refugee from Aladdin’s lamp; and Titi and Tati, the two rabbits. Together they beat up the mosquitoes and save the village.”

         “Is that it?” Hennoch asked, somewhat disappointed.

         “Oh, I forgot. They sing.” And I made up a jingle while nibbling chocolate mousse.

         He loved it so much he paid for lunch. Now I really owed him.

         First I flew to Singapore and saw my buddy Horace Wee. Whenever I had a jingle idea I sang it to Horace and he would grimace, strum on his guitar and say “surely this what you had in mind.”

         The film was combination live action and animation - the cartoon mosquito villains would be added later. I gave the role of Super Kambing, the goat superman, to my kung fu instructor, a Bruce Lee protegé. He asked that filming not interfere with his special armed forces assignment. “I’m bodyguard to the Ambassador,” he said.

         “Which one?” I asked.

         “Yours. The American.”

         His buddy was a perfect Abdul Ayam. We told him he looked very nice in his turban and balloon pants.

         Now for Tity and Tati.

         I liked to hold casting sessions in the office. It amused my colleagues to have would-be commercial stars prancing around.

         We found Titi, the first rabbit pretty easily. But no Tati, and we were on the fourth casting call and shooting was set to start in a few days. Then a very pretty Arab lady arrived, a minor film actress, together with a friend.

         “Can you do kung fu?” I asked the actress. 
         

         “No.”

         “Karate?”

         “No.” She added, “And I won’t wear skin-colored tights.”

         “Well, then you must be able to dance.”

         Her eyes lit up. “Yes. Disco.”

         She didn’t get the job. But the Arab woman’s friend, Yeti, was great. She had rabbit-like curves and had been a gymnast.

         “Have you ever been in a film?” I asked.

         “No, and I don’t want to.”

         I looked her straight in the eyes with my most intense, but sincere, gaze. “Yeti,” I said “I can make you a star.”

         The shooting went smoothly. We had asked the prop man to get white smoke coming from the end of the fake 2½ meter mosquito coil. So before every take he puffed on two packs of cigarettes and stuffed them into the hollow end of the model mosquito coil.

         During the mosquito attack a terrified mother clutching a baby looks up at the sky and implores, “Who can save us?” And we figured we’d have a great shot because the kid would be crying her eyes out. All little kids cry when they’re put in front of the lights and surrounded by strangers. Well this mellow kid wouldn’t stop laughing and gurgling. “THE MOSQUITOES ARE COMING! WE’RE DOOMED! SAVE US!” people screamed. “Gurgle, gurgle,” gurgled the baby. “Go on Tony, I told the Australian director. “Pinch the kid.”

         “I can’t,” he answered. “I’ve got a kid her age. I hate to see little girls cry. You pinch her.”

         The two rabbits were terrific. They swung on vines and punished an imaginary giant mosquito with flying kicks.

         There’s one scene in the commercial in which a little old lady chases the fleeing mosquito villains with a broom. Of course there were no mosquitoes for her to chase during the shoot since they were to be animated and added later.

         “Now Ibu, in this scene you’re really angry,” I explained. “You’re chasing after these real bad mosquito villain guys.” Here we were asking a four-toothed, sixty-something woman, who had probably seen about two commercials in her life, to give a performance Dame Edith Evans would have had trouble with. “You can’t really see the mosquitoes, Mother, but I want you to chase them down this path just the same. They’re about this big,” I said, holding my hand as high as her shoulder. “Pretend they’re there.” And she did, with gusto.
         

         The grand finale of this epic comes after all the mosquitoes have been run out of town and the villagers cheer their four heroes. After the first take, Titi, Rabbit Number One, was furious. Some boys in the front row of celebrating villagers were, well, taking liberties. We moved the naughty boys to the back and the little old ladies to the front. Kambing the Goat picked up the baby and swung her over the crowd. The baby was supposed to be happy and gurgling, safe in the hands of the friendly giant who killed mosquitoes and saved the village. The formerly happy kid bawled and screamed. Never mind. It was a long shot, and with a bit of luck we wouldn’t see her face. Film was expensive and the cast of dozens was getting restless.

         “All right you barnyard animals, SING!” Tony shouted.

         “I’m Super Kambing,” the goat man bellowed.

         “I’m Abdul Ayam,” the chicken crooned.

         “We’re Dua Kelinci,” the rabbits trilled.

         “And we’ve come to kill mosquitoes ‘til they’re dead.”
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