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            INTRODUCTION

         
 
         Reading through these essays—most of which originally appeared in  magazines, though often in different form—it seems to me that perhaps  their only link, aside from a common Asian setting, is a taste for  oddity and romance. This combination has been a personal characteristic  for as long as I can remember. Even as a child, I preferred the unusual  to the ordinary, the little-known to the familiar; and such inclinations  remained with me as I grew up, determining what sort of books I  particularly enjoyed, the places I wanted most to visit, and, after I  started writing, the subjects that most appealed to me.
 
         I was  drawn to historical figures who seemed to me unjustly overlooked or  misunderstood; crimes in which the perpetrator had exhibited some quirk  of character—even of method—that set him or her apart; sometimes even  seemingly ordinary topics that, on closer inspection, turned out to be  full of unexpected details. The first article I ever wrote for an  important publication (the Sunday Magazine of the New York Times)  was about goldfish, nominally about a fad for selling pairs in plastic  bags that some people regarded as inhumane. I started it without much  enthusiasm until I did some research and discovered a remarkable mine of  off-beat material that fascinated me. Did you know, for instance, that  one of the first goldfish to reach France came as a gift from Louis XV  to Madame de Pompadour, who was offended when a court wit suggested it  might be a pun on her maiden name, Poisson? Or that in 1791 Prince  Potemkin used bowls of the fish as part of lavish table decorations for a  banquet given for Catherine the Great in the Winter Palace? Well, I  didn’t; and such revelations made all the difference as far as I was  concerned.
         
 
         It was the same with places. While I dutifully admired  such celebrated wonders as the Parthenon and the Pyramids, and  understood their historical significance, I couldn’t help thinking that  in reality they looked exactly like the grainy black-and-white pictures  in those dull books we studied in school; to me, at least, they had no  resonance, no real sense of romance. Far more alluring were Chichen Itza  in Yucatan with its sacrificial well, the jungle-shrouded ruins of  Angkor, even the vast, strangely sinister rubber plantations of  Malaysia—none of which had even been mentioned, much less shown, in  those school books. Maybe because of this, I have never been much of a  sightseer and have never owned a camera. Histories, anecdotes, and  imagination have usually already done the job long before I actually get  around to visiting a place.
 
         All the essays collected here are the  product of such tastes. They began with some odd bit of information  that stimulated my curiosity, that led me on to further discoveries.  Anna Leonowens, for instance, the subject of the title piece, I knew  only as the sugar-sweet heroine of The King and I, which I saw in  its first Broadway production. On the ship that brought me to Thailand  when I decided to move there I read her original memoirs and discovered a  somewhat different Anna, one rather less appealing but more  interesting. In Bangkok I found that she was the subject of considerable  controversy, for reasons that became clearer when I talked to people  and read a few books of relevant Thai history. But I did not really  become intrigued enough to want to write about her for another fifteen  years, when new research finally revealed a totally unexpected Anna I  could never have imagined when watching Gertrude Lawrence romp about the  stage with a virile, bald-headed Yul Brynner.
         
 
         Some of the others  had a similarly long gestation period, growing out of seeds planted  years before they eventually sprouted. I had a weekend house amid ruins  of the old Thai capital of Ayutthaya, supposedly on the site of a palace  owned by a Greek adventurer in the 17th century; how had he ended up in  this remote kingdom? Thai beliefs obviously encompassed much more than  Buddhism; what was the lure of all those amulets they wore around their  necks, those shrines I could see all around me in Bangkok? That little  magical island I saw off the southern coast of Sri Lanka, with the  strange house on top—who had created it, and why?
 
         The answers  sometimes lay buried in old memoirs and travel books, or in academic  studies not aimed at the general reader, or in faded newspapers and  magazines gathering dust on a library shelf. I can claim credit for few,  if any, original discoveries; the research was done by others,  sometimes long ago, and all I did was rescue it from what seemed to me  undeserved oblivion.
 
         In this process I have been fortunate to write for a number of editors on such publications as Asia (the magazine of the Asia Society), The Reader’s Digest, Winds (the inflight magazine of Japan Air Lines) and the New York Times, who have shared my curiosities and supported me in pursuing them. I am deeply grateful to all of them.
         
 
          
 
          
 
         Bangkok, 2000
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            THE TRUTH ABOUT ANNA

         
 
         Almost as soon as I came to live in Thailand, in 1960, an English resident offered me a piece of helpful advice. “Don’t mention Anna and the King,” he said. “It makes the Thais furious.”
         
 
         I found this to be true enough, at least among those Thais who had travelled abroad during the previous decade. The immensely successful Broadway musical The King and I and the Hollywood film version had brought to a boil resentments that had been simmering ever since 1944 when Margaret Landon rescued Anna from oblivion with the publication of her best-selling Anna and the King of Siam.
         
 
         That book, like the two nineteenth-century works by Anna Leonowens on which it was based—The English Governess at the Court of Siam and The Romance of the Harem—had gravely offended Thais who read it, but their number was comparatively small. Similarly, an earlier, non-musical movie made from Mrs. Landon’s book with Irene Dunne as Anna and Rex Harrison as a very suave king had not caused much of a commotion.
         
 
         The King and I, though, was a different matter. Not only was it spreading the controversial old story to an audience of millions all over the world, it was also presenting what most Thais regarded as a gross caricature of a revered ruler, who was depicted as a half-naked savage who sang comic patter songs and swooped up Gertrude Lawrence (on stage) and Deborah Kerr (on film) to dance a spirited polka through the hallowed halls of the Grand Palace. It was as if Abraham Lincoln had been presented doing a tap dance while reading the Emancipation Proclamation, the idea for which he got from a White House intern.
         
 
         After screening the film, the Thai government banned it as an insult to the monarchy and a possible encouragement to Communist subversion.
 
         The rest of the world, though, seemed enchanted with the tale of the plucky young English governess and the autocratic monarch. Taking Anna’s version, further embellished by Mrs. Landon, on faith, most Westerners credited her with nothing less than the moral enlightenment of the Thai royal family, which she achieved through personal example and by tactfully imparting Christian ideals. Typical of the tributes paid to her were the stirring words of Dame Freya Stark, the noted Middle Eastern traveller, who wrote an introduction to a new, 1952 edition of The Romance of the Harem: “Harassed and indomitable, she loved the women in their royal slavery and trained a new and happier generation of children to carry light into the future; and few people can have wielded a stronger influence in that corner of Asia.”
         
 
         In the face of such enthusiasm, it is perhaps not surprising that the Thai protests went largely ignored. Only later did historians, Western as well as Thai, begin to seriously probe Anna’s legend, and what they have come up with is scarcely calculated to please her admirers.
 
         
            * * * * *

         
 
         To begin with, it was fairly easy to demonstrate that both her books—particularly the second one—are strewn with obvious errors and distortions. Anna claims, for example, to have learned the Siamese language; but with all possible allowances made for clumsy transliterations, most of the example she offers are incomprehensible. One must question, therefore, her professed ability to chat at length with the ladies of the harem and to record the sensational stories allegedly learned from them.
 
         Anna lived in Bangkok from 1862 to 1867, working for a ruler who was passionately interested in the history of his kingdom, yet she never learned the proper name of the Chao Phraya River that flows through the city. Like most other Westerners of the time, she makes the mistake of calling it the Meinam, which simply means “large river”. She calls Chiang Mai “the capital of Laos country”; says Ayutthaya was destroyed by the Burmese around 1632 (more than a century before the actual date); and confuses King Taksin, the founder of Thonburi, with Rama I, the founder of Bangkok. Her passages on Buddhism are either confused (she never understood the role of Brahmanic rituals in royal ceremony) or shamelessly plagiarized from other writers, and she includes a detailed account of a journey she never made to Angkor Wat (she lifted it, sometimes word for word, from the published journal of Henri Mouhot, which came out around the time she was writing The English Governess).
         
 
         Her worst errors occur in The Romance of the Harem, when, in the words of one critic, “her store of pertinent facts was running low”. In this she claims the king threw wives who displeased him into underground dungeons below the Grand Palace and that he ordered the sacrifice and burial of a number of innocent people under a new gate built in the palace wall in 1865. Her most horrific tale describes, in vivid detail, the royally decreed public torture and burning of a consort and her lover, a Buddhist monk. Anna says she was “an unwilling witness” to most of this dreadful spectacle, near the end of which “I was completely exhausted and worn out, and had no strength left to endure further sight of this monstrous, this inhuman tragedy. Kind nature came to my relief, and I fainted”.
         
 
         None of this is true, or if it is it managed to escape the notice of every other foreign resident of Bangkok, including the eagle-eyed Dr. Dan Beach Bradley, an American missionary who befriended Anna and kept a detailed journal. There were no dungeons in the Grand Palace, or anywhere else in Bangkok. As the historian Alexander Griswold notes, “It is even now a formidable task to build any sort of underground room in that watery soil; before the days of reinforced concrete it was an impossibility.” As for the king’s attitude toward his women, there is a record of one having been abducted; the man was let off with a fine amounting to about six dollars. Griswold thinks Anna got the idea for her horror story from a “silly bit of doggerel” quoted in a book by an earlier English resident who vaguely claimed it was “a lament supposed to be uttered by a guilty priest, previous to his suffering along with the partner of his guilt the dreadful punishment attached to his transgression”. The last stanza of the lament reads as follows:
 
         
            Behold the faggots blaze up high
 
               The smoke is black and dense;
 
            The sinews burst, and crack, and fly:
 
               Of suffering intense!
 
               
 
            The roar of fire and shriek of pain,
 
              And the blood that boils and splashes,
 
            These all consume—the search were vain
 
              For the lovers’ mingled ashes.

         
 
         To Thais, Anna’s most unforgiveable sin was the portrait she painted of her royal employer, King Mongkut (Rama IV). While praising him here and there for his intelligence and devotion to duty, she seems more concerned with presenting him as a sadistic, lustful tyrant. She calls him “revolting”, “envious, revengeful, subtle, and cruel”, and “a barbarian and a despot”. In summation, she says, “Considered apart from his domestic relations, he was, in many respects, an able and virtuous ruler … But as husband and kinsman his character assumes a most revolting aspect.”
 
         This is scarcely the man revealed by every other history book or in the journals of other foreigners who met him. Mongkut was 58 years old and had been on the throne for 11 years at the time of Anna’s arrival. Before that, he had spent 26 years as a Buddhist monk, a period that had shaped him intellectually as no Thai king had ever been before. Freed by his yellow robe from the medieval rituals and restraints of palace life, he had travelled extensively about the country, meeting ordinary people and learning about their daily life. He had also formed friendships with a number of Christian missionaries, both Catholic and Protestant, and gained knowledge of comparative religion, astronomy, mathematics, history, and such foreign languages as English, French, and Latin. As abbot of a prominent Bangkok temple, he launched a determined effort to purge Thai Buddhism of various superstitions that had crept in over the centuries; and if he was not wholly successful he at least set standards that are still felt today.
 
         Long before he was selected by the royal council to succeed his half-brother as king in 1851 (and even longer before he met Anna), he had developed an open-mindedness remarkable for a man of his age and rank, as well as a determination to reform and modernize his kingdom. He set about the latter task with a notable energy almost at once. Innovative edicts poured from the palace on almost every aspect of Thai life, however mundane—on the proper construction of ovens to avoid fires, on religious tolerance, on the selection of judges, on “the inelegant practice of throwing dead animals into the waterways”. Previous kings had been reluctant to give up royal trade monopolies, and foreign missions seeking a more enlightened policy had met with little success. Mongkut, on the other hand, warmly welcomed Sir John Bowring in 1855 and in the space of a few months reached agreement on a historic diplomatic and commercial treaty with Great Britain. (Bowring, incidentally, devoted several pages of his account to the king’s obvious love of his children.)
 
         Nothing better illustrates his personal tolerance than his relationship with Dr. Dan Beach Bradley, who published a newspaper (Thailand’s first) in which he openly attacked the “pernicious custom” of royal polygamy. Any of Mongkut’s predecessors would almost certainly have expelled the doctor for lèse-majeste. Mongkut, though, who respected Bradley for his medical work as well as for his honesty, merely wrote a letter explaining the custom in relation to the country’s customs, religion, and politics. In 1854, he went further by issuing a decree that allowed the palace women to resign if they were dissatisfied with their lot; only twelve did so, and none of them suffered any consequences as a result.
         
 
         Mongkut’s harem was undeniably a large one and, as if to make up for lost time, he managed to have a total of 81 children by 27 wives—the largest number achieved by any of his dynasty. To his subjects, if not to Dr. Bradley, this was wholly admirable, proof not only of his virility but also ensuring a wide choice of candidates when it came time to choose the next ruler.
 
         Typical, too, was his decision to provide a broader education for some of his wives and his children. He tried at first bringing in three of the missionary women (including Mrs. Bradley), but though it continued for almost three years this proved unsatisfactory; the ladies insisted on combining language instruction with religious propagation, not at all what Mongkut had in mind. He eventually applied for help to his Singapore agent, who in turn suggested Anna. The king’s letter confirming the appointment is a fair example of his eccentric English (about the only aspect of The King and I that has some validity), as well as of his personality:
         
 
         
            English Era, 1862, 26th February
 
            Grand Royal Palace, Bangkok

         
 
         
            To Mrs. A.H. Leonowens:
 
            MADAM: We are in good pleasure, and satisfaction in heart, that you are in willingness to undertake the education of our beloved royal children. And we hope that in doing your education on us and on our children (whom English call inhabitants of benighted land) you will do your best endeavor for knowledge of English language, science, and literature, and not for conversion to Christianity; as the followers of Buddha are mostly aware of the powerfulness of truth and virtue, as well as the followers of Christ, and are desirous to have facility of English language and literature, more than new religions.
 
            We beg to invite you to our royal palace to do your best endeavorment upon us and our children. We shall expect to see you here on return of Siamese steamer Chow Phya.
 
            We have written to Mr. William Adamson, and to our consul in Singapore, to authorize to do best arrangement for you and ourselves.
 
            Believe me.
 
            Your faithfully,
 
            (Signed)
 
            S.S.P.P. Maha Mongut
            

         
 
         (Note that there is no mention of the term “governess”; she was hired simply as a teacher.)
 
         In 1868, a year after Anna left Bangkok, Mongkut contracted a fatal case of malaria while on a trip to view a total solar eclipse that he had accurately predicted. Thus he never read either The English Governess at the Court of Siam or The Romance of the Harem. One wonders what he would have made of them. Would he have gone into a rage (for he did, by most accounts, have a short temper)? Exhibited the sort of tolerance he had over Dr. Bradley’s views of polygamy? Or, perhaps, merely felt an acute sense of puzzlement?
         
 
         
            * * * * *

         
 
         Anna’s two memoirs, especially the first, enjoyed a measure of success when they appeared in the United States and Great Britain, but only a few Thais seem to have read them. One was the scholarly Prince Damrong, one of Mongkut’s sons, who took a charitable view; when asked about them in 1930 by an English friend, he commented, “Mrs. Leonowens added drama to her story in order to make money from her books for the support of her children. As a governess, she carried far less influence with the king than she said. After all, she was only a governess but she was tempted to make out she had said many things which in retrospect she may have wished she had said.”
 
         In any event, the books were long out of print and largely forgotten when Margaret Landon, a former missionary, came upon them shortly before the Second World War. Combining the two she came up with Anna and the King of Siam, which she claimed was only lightly fictionalized but essentially true. She also included a chapter of biographical material on her heroine’s background, which she undoubtedly believed to be accurate since it came from Anna’s granddaughter who in turn had gotten it from Anna herself. It was this chapter that later provided the clues which led to the most surprising revelations.
         
 
         None of the historians who did such a thorough demolition job on Anna’s account of her Thai experiences seemed inclined to look further. They accepted her (and Margaret Landon’s) version of her pre-Bangkok life, which may be summarized as follows.
 
         She was born, she said, at Caernarvon in Wales, in 1834, which would have made her twenty-eight when she arrived to take up her position in King Mongkut’s court. Her mother, Selina Edwards, came from an old Welsh family and her father, Thomas Maxwell Crawford, was a captain in the army. When Anna was six she and an older sister were left behind when her parents went to India, where not long afterwards Captain Crawford was hacked to pieces during a Sikh uprising in Lahore.
 
         After completing her education at fourteen or fifteen, Anna and her sister sailed for India and an unpleasant surprise. In the words of Dame Freya Stark, “She found her mother married to a stepfather so uncongenial that she was rarely heard to mention his name in after life.” One reason for her intense dislike was that he wanted to marry her off to a wealthy merchant more than twice her age, while Anna had fallen in love with a handsome young officer named Thomas Leonowens. To escape the situation, she went off on a lengthy tour of the Middle East with a well-known traveller named Reverend George Percy Badger and his wife, who were presumably friends of the family.
 
         “Under the influence of this distinguished Orientalist,” writes Dame Freya, “she studied Arabic and engaged a Persian munshi who was to attend her for many years. Her vision of Asia was widened in a manner impossible in an India verging on the Mutiny; and she returned to her family after nearly a year’s absence, with a character already strongly formed, both for tolerance and independence.”
 
         She was independent enough to defy her stepfather and elope at the tender age of seventeen with her young officer, who, Dame Freya assures us, “turned out to a be a devoted, affectionate, and faithful husband”. The couple started out grandly, living on fashionable Malabar Hill in Bombay (now Mumbai) with numerous servants, but tragedy soon struck with a series of heavy blows. In one year, 1852, both Anna’s mother and her first child, a daughter, died; when the couple sailed for England on a trip to assuage her grief, their ship was wrecked near the Cape of Good Hope and they were picked up by another vessel bound for Australia; there a second child died before they were finally able to continue their journey to what they hoped would be better fortune.
 
         In England, things briefly improved. They lived in the smart St. James’s district of London and were blessed with two more children: Avis, born in 1854, and Louis, a year later. In 1857 Leonowens, by then promoted to Major, rejoined his regiment in Singapore and it was there that Anna received the news that a small fortune left to her by her father had been lost with the collapse of a bank in Agra during the Indian Mutiny. A year later, Major Leonowens suffered sunstroke on a tiger hunt and died, leaving Anna with two small children and no money.
 
         Friends rallied round to help and she began a school for officers’ children, bringing in enough to enable her to send Avis back to relatives in England but not much more. A new challenge came with the offer to go to Siam, and with characteristic courage off she went, accompanied by young Louis and the munshi she had acquired on her trip with the Badgers.
 
         This was the “Mrs. Anna” of Margaret Landon’s book, of all the gracious ladies who have portrayed her on stage and screen: a refined but plucky gentlewoman who had known both joy and sadness, bravely venturing forth to bring her civilized ways to a barbaric kingdom. (She bore, at least one writer has perceptively observed, a remarkable resemblence to Mrs. Landon, who seems to have closely identified herself with her heroine.)
 
         Except for the detested stepfather and the trip to the Middle East, almost every detail of this touching story is as false as her account of the terrible burning of the young consort and her priestly lover.
 
         Credit for discovering most of the truth belongs to Dr. W.S. Bristowe, a frequent visitor to Bangkok from England. Dr. Bristowe’s usual subject was spiders, on which he was a noted expert, but he also wrote on other topics. He had long been interested in Louis Leonowens, Anna’s son, who had returned to Thailand as a young man and enjoyed a colourful career, pioneering in the northern teak industry and starting a company that still bears his name. He seemed a promising subject for a biography, and in the early 1970s 
 Dr. Bristowe set about collecting material for one.
         
 
         To ascertain the exact date of Louis’ birth in London, he made a routine check of the records. At once he ran into a mystery: neither the birth of Louis or Avis was recorded. Nor, when he looked further, could he find any record of anyone named Thomas Leonowens who had served in the British army in either India or England. Nor did the army know anything about the man Anna claimed to be her distinguished father. Strangest of all, archives in Wales failed to provide any mention of Anna herself.
 
         By now, Dr. Bristowe’s curiosity was thoroughly aroused, and he set about tracking the elusive Anna with all the enthusiasm he normally gave to a rare species of spider. Diligent research eventually yielded the following story, which he reported in his book, perhaps inevitably called Louis and the King of Siam.
         
 
         
            * * * * *

         
 
         Anna was born not in Wales but in India, and not in 1834 but in 1831. Her father was Thomas Edwards, a cabinetmaker from Middlesex who enlisted in the Bombay Infantry and went to the subcontinent in 1825. There he married Mary Anne Glasscock, who, far from being of noble lineage, probably had either an Indian or a Eurasian mother. The couple had two daughters, Eliza and Anna, and Edwards died three months before the birth of the latter, leaving his widow almost nothing and certainly no small fortune for Anna to lose in the Mutiny.
 
         When Anna was two months old, her mother remarried, this time to a corporal (soon demoted to private for some unknown offence). Dr. Bristowe believes that Anna and Eliza were sent to England for a time with their father’s relatives, probably through the aid of a charity. They returned in their early teens to a home that “must have appalled them”, for the life of a private soldier in India at the time was one of squalor, in which “drunkenness and fornication were the principal occupations”.
 
         Eliza was married off at fifteen to a sergeant in the horse artillery. Something similar was no doubt planned for Anna—this one of the few points where her story and the truth coincide—but she went off instead to the Middle East with the Reverend Mr. Badger, when she was fourteen and he was thirty. He was not, however, married, and their tour may not have been character-building in quite the way Dame Freya Stark thought. (Another researcher, it should be noted here, feels nothing untoward happened on the long journey, citing the fact that Badger was one of the few people from her early life of whom Anna always spoke with affection and gratitude.)
 
         Anna’s own marriage came when she was eighteen. It was not to a dashing officer but to a lowly clerk, and his name was not Leonowens but Thomas Leon Owens. He never held any job for long, and the couple was constantly on the move. Dr. Bristowe never did succeed in pinning down the births of Louis and Avis, concluding finally that they must have taken place in Australia or possibly on board a ship. At some other unknown point, Leon Owens became Leonowens, and 
 Dr. Bristowe did find a record of his death—of apoplexy, in Penang, where he was listed as a “hotel master”.
         
 
         Susan Fulop Kepner, a teacher at the University of California in Berkeley, has added other details and conjecture to this history. A well-known scholar of things Thai and the translator of several modern Thai novels, Ms. Kepner writes from a feminist point of view and is reported to be working on a joint biography of Anna and Margaret Landon. She finds Dr. Bristowe’s account “unrelievedly mean-spirited” but apparently accepts most of his findings and adds a few of her own, gleaned from a perusal of Mrs. Landon’s papers.
 
         On the matter of Anna’s racial background, for example—what Dr. Bristowe calls her having “a touch of the tar brush”—she discovered that more than one person had commented on her “exotic” appearance in later life. One, who had known her long after she left Bangkok, wrote Mrs. Landon that, “We all thought [her dark appearance] must be a consequence of the Siamese sun.” She also found a curious letter written by a grandson of Anna’s sister Eliza to Anna’s daughter Avis, in which he said that Eliza had happened to meet a seaman who had encountered Anna in Bangkok. Since the two had lost contact, Eliza wrote her sister; in return she received a “very strange reply”, in which Anna said she wanted to cut off all communication with her relations and that if any of them came to Siam to find her “she would commit suicide”.
 
         Ms. Kepner also indulges in some lurid speculation. A possible explanation for Anna’s intense hatred of her stepfather, she suggests, may have been sexual as well as physical abuse, and that her trip with the Reverend Badger could have been “the traditional standard journey taken by unmarried young women about to display evidence of impending motherhood”.
 
         
            * * * * *

         
 
         With such a background it is scarcely surprising that when she received the opportunity to start a new life in Bangkok, Anna decided to wipe the slate clean and invent an entirely new persona. She did this so sucessfully that neither of her children ever knew the truth. (Nor, perhaps, did Anna ever know that one of Eliza’s daughters married a prosperous Eurasian named Pratt or that the youngest child of this union later became the actor Boris Karloff of Frankenstein movie fame.)
 
         Initially, she may not have been as skilled as the various actresses who portrayed her. The foreign community of Bangkok was small in those days, rather rigidly divided into consular staff, merchants, seamen, and missionaries. Anna was never taken up by the first group, despite her position at court, perhaps because she waited nine days before calling at the British Consulate—a major breach of etiquette—more likely because she was unable to sustain her pose of respectability around its well-born members. The merchants were not much more hospitable, even the manager of the Borneo Company who had sponsored her selection; and the seamen, on the whole, were a rough, hard-drinking crowd she would have avoided (though one of them, the captain of the ship that brought her to Bangkok, proposed marriage to her and was still pressing his suit after she left Siam). That left the Protestant missionaries, including Dr. Bradley, who would be less likely to notice any social gaffes or to question the cultured background she pretended to have.
 
         They gave her the friendship and support she needed so badly. Dr. Bradley in particular seems to have become close to her. Although he noted in a memoir, “I could have wished … that she had appeared more frequently at church on Sunday,” she loyally supported him in a libel suit filed by the French Consul General for an article in the Bangkok Recorder and corresponded with him after she left Siam; one letter, written from Staten Island, New York, in 1870, mentions that she has published sketches about her experiences in the Atlantic magazine and closes with the words “Bangkok is the most hideous word I have ever written or uttered”.
         
 
         In return for this friendship, though, she had to adopt their narrow-minded prejudices about religion and polygamy, which helped shape her views of King Mongkut and his court. The inventions and distortions in her books may be have been partly designed to boost sales, but they were also aimed at convincing Dr. Bradley and company that Anna Leonowens was truly a virtuous Christian woman.
 
         Anna’s subsequent life was outwardly a happy one, whatever inner demons may have tormented her. After spending several years in the United States (where both her books were written) she settled with her daughter Avis in Nova Scotia. There she became active in feminist causes, especially women’s suffrage, and gained a wide circle of admirers; there, too, she died in 1916 at the ripe old age of eighty-five (not eighty-two, as her friends and family thought), still playing, with by now accomplished ease, a role that might have daunted her later impersonators.
 
         Meanwhile, the myth continues to enjoy a vigorous life. The King and I is nearly always being presented somewhere in the world—once more on Broadway a few years ago—and Hollywood has returned to the non-musical Margaret Landon romance with Jodie Foster as the noble heroine. Permission was sought to film in Bangkok, but after studying the script the authorities, not surprisingly, declined to grant it; the production was shot instead in Malaysia, using an expensive re-creation of the Grand Palace.
         
 
         A unique opportunity may have been missed, and not just in the setting. Instead of repeating the bland, peaches-and-cream character seen so often before, surely an actress of Jodie Foster’s range and intelligence would have preferred to attempt an interpretation of the real Anna—brave beyond any doubt, but also shrewd and more than a little neurotic, driven by forces that might have destroyed a lesser woman.

      

    

  
    
      
         
             2 
            
 
            THE ROMANCE OF ASIAN TRAVEL

         
 
         Once, on a flight from Bangkok to Singapore, I happened to sit next to an American businessman who was on a quick, professional trip through the region. It was the first time he had been to Asia, he told me, and so naturally I asked him what he thought of the various cities he had visited.
         
 
         But his answers depressed me. As far as I could gather, his impressions were gathered almost entirely from the hotels he had stayed in; and since most of these had been standard, international establishments, uniform in their comforts and design, the cities, too, had struck him as all but indistinguishable. Tokyo was in Japan, Bangkok in Thailand, the people spoke a different language; otherwise he seemed to find little difference between the two. Nor, as he passed over the Straits of Malacca, did he appear particularly intrigued by the prospect of Singapore just ahead.
 
         Such a bland approach to travel is, I suppose, not all that unusual considering the vast number of people moving about the world these days, but it never fails to surprise and faintly shock me. It is so completely contrary to my own sensations; for even after nearly fifty years of regular exposure to exotic places I can still never board a plane or train without a tingle of pleasurable anticipation, a magical sense of adventure in the offing.
 
         I was raised on travel literature that stressed the sheer romance of strange places, and the effects have never left me. As a child I relished the marvellous adventure books of Richard Halliburton (does anyone read Halliburton nowadays?), with their evocative descriptions of midnight visits to the Taj Mahal, a dive into the sacred well at Chichen Itza, a swim across the Bosphorus. I hoarded stacks of well-thumbed National Geographic magazines, returning again and again to those lush photographs of Bali and Bombay (Mumbai), Komodo dragons and Kandyan drum dancers.
 
         Later, I graduated to the atmospheric stories of Maugham and Kipling, then to the travel accounts of such intrepid wanderers as Stanley and Burton and Dame Freya Stark (who crossed the Arabian desert with a band of Bedouins). Long before I had ventured very far from the city limits of the small town where I was born, I had accumulated a sizeable mental library of vivid images, ranging from the arctic wastes of the South Pole to the steamy jungles of Borneo, and it is one I continually find myself drawing on to this day.
 
         Just the names of places, to begin with, carry a heavy freight of tantalizing connotations, often potent enough to overcome the disillusionment of reality. “Names have a life of their own,” wrote that canny old traveller Somerset Maugham, “and though Trebizond may be nothing but a poverty-stricken village the glamour of its name must invest it for all right-thinking minds with the trappings of Empire; and Samarkand: can anyone write the word without a quickening of the pulse and at his heart the pain of unsatisfied desire? … The streets of Mandalay, dusty, crowded, and drenched with a garish sun, are broad and straight. Tram cars lumber down them with a rout of passengers; they fill the seats and gangways and cling thickly to the footboard like flies clustered upon an over-ripe mango. The houses, with their balconies and verandahs, have the slatternly look of houses in the Main Street of a Western town that has fallen on evil days … It does not matter: Mandalay has its name; the falling cadence of that lovely word has gathered about itself the chiaroscuro of romance.”
 
         Ho Chi Minh City, Thailand, Kampuchea, Sri Lanka, Myanmar. The names undoubtedly represent something important to the patriots who devised them. They may well reflect modern realities better than the old ones that used to appear on the maps I studied so avidly long ago. But for me at least they can never have the allure of Saigon and Siam, Cambodia, Ceylon, Burma, names encrusted with magic and mystery like the patina that covers a fine old piece of bronze. Jim Thompson, the man who started the famous Thai silk industry, felt the same way; when I first met him I remember being surprised at the way he invariably used “Siam” and “Siamese” in talking about the country he had adopted as his home, even though the official name had been changed some years before. “It was Siam when I first knew it,” he told me when I asked, “and I will always think of it as Siam. Such a lovely, exotic word; I hate to give it up.”
 
         (Sometimes, if you wait long enough, the old names come back. Kampuchea reverted to Cambodia in due course; and Burma, at least to the New York Times, has never become Myanmar. Others have stubbornly endured in spite of changes. When King Rama I decided to relocate the Thai capital to a small trading center on the Chao Phraya River called Bangkok, he invested it with a long, impressive title which appears on Thai-language maps in the abbreviated form of Krung Thep, loosely translatable as “City of Angels.” But “Bangkok” had already entered the world’s vocabulary thanks to earlier travellers and refused to be replaced—perhaps because it sounded so right with its suggestion of temple gongs and strangely dissonant melodies. Who, after all, could imagine Noel Coward’s celebrated lyrics being changed to read “In Krung Thep/At twelve o’clock/They foam at the mouth and run …”?)
         
 
         And think of the others: Manila, a sound as languid as the breezes that sweep across its bay; Singapore, evoking both Empire and Orient; the sonorous chimes of Rangoon; the smoky beauty of Shanghai. And Kathmandu, Kuching, Kota Kinabalu, the matchless rhythm of Hong Kong. Unseen, unexperienced, they already have the power to stir a romantic imagination.
 
         “We have just landed in Kuching. Please keep your seat belts fastened until the plane has come to a complete stop at the terminal building.” Kuching! A leisurely little place, somnolent even; you can cover most of it on foot in a few hours. My unromantic businessman would probably pronounce it a bore and get out as fast as possible.
 
         Not I. My mental library has already surrounded it with an aura so tangible that I am bewitched even before I disembark. Here the White Rajahs ruled from their eccentric istana on the broad, brown river, and though the last of them departed in 1946 their ghosts are vividly present for me as I stroll along the arcaded sidewalks of Kuching.
 
         The first Rajah was the swashbuckler, fighting pirates and headhunters and carving a kingdom out of the inhospitable jungles of Borneo (Sarawak). He was also, unfortunately, impotent, a fact that caused Errol Flynn to abandon plans to star in a film based on his adventurous life; Flynn, it seems, insisted on a love interest. The second Rajah wore a false eye intended for a stuffed albatross, and every morning, dressed in a blue serge coat and white trousers, with a sprig of honeysuckle in his buttonhole, sat in judgment in the elegant old courthouse that still stands beside the river. His decisions, says one account, were based on “customary law, the code of British India, and common sense”; dismissing a complaint against a young couple found making love on a pile of timber, he went straight to the heart of the matter, asking “Was there any damage to the wood?” The last Rajah was a man Flynn would have admired: he was still attracting young ladies when he was in his eighties (to the affectionate dismay of his wife), and during the war the conquering Japanese papered the walls of his office with old love letters.
 
         With ghosts like these, how could anyone find Kuching dull? Not to mention the great Borneo jungle that lurks just outside, with orangutans, hornbills, Rafflesia arnoldii, the largest flower in the world (leafless, stemless, a metre or more in diameter, and smelling like rotten meat), and Dayak in their incredible longhouses, many hung with bunches of yellowing old skulls.
         
 
         Not a fair example, I can hear my businessman protesting: much too exotic. Progress, after all, has touched Kuching but lightly with its heavy, unsentimental hand, leaving most of the Rajah’s quaint architectural follies more or less unscathed. It doesn’t require all that much effort to be romantic when the setting is so right.
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