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AUTHOR’S NOTES

Which is the Real Ramon? is a combination  of an unpublished short story, The Avatars 
Remember Nothing, and a shortened version of the novella, The Observers, published in 2009 
(iUniverse) but now out of print. We refer collectively to the civilization of  microbots in Which is 
the Real Ramon? as “The Observers” to be consistent with the novella.   
  
The comments of Vernor Vinge to follow were made in connection with the novella, The 
Observers.  They apply generally to the theme of Which is the Real Ramon?.
 
Comments by author Vernor Vinge:   “One of the intriguing things about our era is that so 
many ancient imponderable questions about identity, mortality, self-awareness, are becoming 
concretely ponderable. Of course, in some cases the resolution may be "This question is ill-
posed"!

The Observers gives us a chance to look at these questions and possible consequences of dealing 
with them. As the years pass (barring physical disaster that trashes technology) such stories 
should stay at the leading edge of insight.

Beyond even the questions of identity and self-awareness, The Observers also takes on questions 
about the universe as a whole. In the last chapter, The Observers brings up an interesting 
possibility: We, and creatures like the Observers, and all their successors, may not be (or should 
not be) passive players.  In this view, we may be building heaven. Success in that endeavor is not 
a sure thing and it may forever be a work in progress (thus explaining the Problem of Evil), even 
involving the creation of successor universes in which higher goals are accessible.” 

What should we think of the form of eternal life offered by the microbots? In Chapter 2 of 
Which is the Real Ramon? we meet Matthew Case, a young geophysicist who accidently picks up 
a mysterious rock on the beach and, in so doing, becomes the first human to learn that alien 
natural historians have invaded the earth. The aliens have made a virtual copy of Matthew. This 
copy, called “virtual Matthew,” is alive and has all of Matthew’s memories of the past. The 
tensions between Matthew and his identical virtual copy begin immediately. The microbots seem 
to equate Matthew with his copy -- a concept he instinctively rejects.  The aliens will be able to 
maintain copies of virtual Matthew for tens of billions of years, and they tell him, “You will have 
almost eternal life.” Matthew first resents and then becomes jealous of his copy.   How would 
“eternal life” promised by religion differ from digital eternal life? Wikipedia: Immortality 

A civilization that explores the universe must have a purpose. The microbots’ purpose is the 
study of natural history throughout our galaxy. In Chapter 4, Valentinus explains how they got 
started on this task.  The study of natural history is complicated enough to drive the cultural and 
individual evolution of the microbots; it is a task worthy of their abilities. They have had about 
150 million years of study on earth alone -- well worth the long journey to get here. How is life 
classified and recorded by our human natural historians? How do you think the microbots classify 
and record life? Though living long, the microbots, individually or as a society, don't have 
"eternal life" and are concerned, as are humans, about what happens when their time runs out. To 
whom will they be able to pass on their data?  The microbots are aware (Chapter 14) that as the 
framework of the universe expands exponentially there will  be a long period of the stelliferous 
era where astronomers will not be able to observe radiation from the beginning of our universe. 
These astronomers will live in an isolated galaxy formed by the consolidation of our local cluster 
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of galaxies. Perhaps they will think this galaxy is all there is to the universe. Should the microbots 
teach these future astronomers about the early universe?

What is the relationship between the aliens and the Gnostics? In Chapter 5, Laura invites 
Matthew to dinner to meet her significant other, Roger. Jealous of Roger and trying to impress 
Laura, Matthew comes up with a crazy theory that the driving purpose of the aliens is basically 
Gnosticism. Laura, an expert on Gnosticism, rejects Matthew’s ideas. Matthew, humiliated, vows 
to avoid religious speculation and stick to science. The ancient Gnostics had an intuitive sense 
that creation must be more complex than prevailing views of their time. Their elaborate visions 
can be morphed onto some of modern cosmology, but the transformation is strained. Does 
modern cosmology have some correspondence to Gnostic cosmology? Would the ancient 
Gnostics sympathize with the mission of the microbots? Wikipedia: History of Gnosticism

Are the microbots good guys or bad guys? Chapter 13 describes briefly the overall 
transformation of human society resulting from the involvement of the aliens in human affairs. 
Some readers have regarded this change in human society as a “happy ending.”  Others regard the 
state of human society described in Chapter 13 as “degenerate” or “evil.”  People are trying to 
“show off” to get the microbots to copy them and thus gain a form of immortality.  Comparisons 
with the immortality offered by some religions are interesting.  On the plus side, the microbots 
have been on earth for 150 million years without being noticed. Had it not been for Laura’s 
creation of a new civilization of microbots, the aliens might have remained in the closet for a few 
million years more. On the minus side, the microbots have been adding humans and other animals 
to their natural history collections (not as core personae) for tens of thousands of years. They've 
never asked permission from the humans they copied -- a serious ethical lapse from the human 
point of view.  

How would humane treatment of virtual life forms be assured?  When humans invent virtual 
life forms, humane treatment will be a major problem (as described in Chapter 1),  Inhumane 
treatment could. as we suggest, result in war between virtual and biological human life. Could 
this be how the microbots came to destroy their creators (Chapter 2)? The microbots would 
control the treatment of virtual life forms in their natural history collection. Clearly, there are 
ethical issues here. For virtual humans that are core personae of microbots, there would also have 
to be ethical controls. Simulated events by the microbots involving their core personae could 
degenerate. We hope that the microbots identify closely with their core personae so humane 
treatment would be a matter of self-interest. The ethos of natural historians might help here. 
Perhaps the idea of having a core persona is to make each microbot a stakeholder in some given 
place and time in the universe. A core persona should represent something special about a 
particular planet and civilization at a particular time.  Wikipedia: Themes in Avatar

What about the commercialization of virtual human life forms by humans? 
Commercialization of the creation and storage of virtual human life forms by humans would 
certainly lead to serious ethical issues. Suppose a company is formed to create virtual human life 
forms and charges fees for maintaining these life forms into the future. The company's fees might 
depend on how long the life forms are maintained -- lower fees for less time, higher fees for more 
time. These charges might be justified by the fact that life forms maintained over longer periods 
would have to be copied into increasingly sophisticated computer systems -- a problem with 
storing any computer information. Societal conflicts over destroying virtual human life forms 
might be similar to those we now have over destroying frozen human embryos.
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Is symmetric information good or bad? Matthew becomes aware of California Microrobotic 
Sensor Systems, controlled by the aliens (end of Chapter 5). We see a CMSS sensor system in use 
as a baby monitor in Chapter 7. In Chapter 8 we learn that certain government agents suspect that 
CMSS “baby monitors” are watching over more than just babies.  In Chapter 10, we learn that the 
wife and son of a government scientist have been observing activities in his top-secret lab. 
Finally, in a comical and futile raid on the CMSS factory in San Diego, the FBI attempts to shut 
down the distribution of sensors. This raid backfires, and the worldwide distribution of free 
sensors continues . What might be called the CMSS (see-mess) singularity is under way. Society 
must adjust to a world of symmetric information.  Wikipedia: Human extinction.

How would symmetric information transform the economy?  In Chapter 13, we hint at how 
the dispersal of CMSS sensors might impact the working of economic markets. Note that, under 
the microbots' plan, it is individuals, not institutions, which are provided with zero-cost 
symmetric information. How would such information, provided to individuals, affect the large 
financial, agricultural, communication, defense, health, and other oligopolies? Note that when 
information is asymmetric, the person or institution with the most information might not receive 
the most benefit. A seller could be harmed if he manufactured goods of exceptional quality and 
failed to inform discerning customers of this fact. On the other hand, a seller whose product had 
long-term health dangers might benefit in the short run by keeping this information from potential 
buyers. When we use fossil fuels to generate energy we don’t pay a transactional price that 
reflects the true cost of our actions. The cost of the air pollution we generate results in a negative 
externality to society. There are also positive externalities such as vaccinating people against 
polio or smallpox for a small charge. Those who don't get the vaccination benefit from a 
decreased exposure to the disease (a positive externality of the vaccination transaction). How 
would the zero-cost symmetric information of the CMSS singularity affect the externalities of 
transactions?  Wikipedia: Information asymmetry

What current research relates to sentient virtual reality and digital immortality?  The 
microbots would gather much technical information in the initial stages of making a virtual copy 
of a person or other organism. They would then simulate how the organism’s brain records and 
interprets life experiences. Jim Gemmell's CARPE Research Area website has links to ongoing 
research and discussion about gathering informatio over a person’s lifetime. Another project that 
relates to the microbots’ mission is the Encyclopedia of Life -- an online encyclopedia with plans 
to document all species of living organisms. Each species will get an “infinitely expandable” page 
assigned to it. Eventually, the Encyclopedia of Life may include sentient virtual copies of all 
living organisms. For sentient copies of extinct organisms, we will have to contact the microbots. 
Wikipedia: MyLifeBits; Wikipedia: Encyclopedia of Life 

A civilization that explores the universe needs to control time. The microbots can set their 
community clock speed or individual clock speeds to suit the circumstances. In Chapter 7, 
"Watching the Baby," the microbots speed up their clocks to deal with being thrown on the floor. 
On long voyages between star systems, they could slow down their clocks to make subjective 
time pass more quickly.  What clock speeds would be appropriate for dealing with being thrown 
on the floor, avoiding a speeding bullet, or traveling across our galaxy? How does this discrete 
cycle-based control of time compare with relativistic time change that occurs in some science 
fiction stories (e.g., time dilation in special relativity, warp speed in Star Trek)?  

How close to perfection are current computers? Suppose you had a one-kilogram computer 
and claimed that it could compute at a rate of x bits per second. How big does x have to be for me 
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to say that you are a liar because your claim violates the laws of physics? The answer is that 
x=10^51 (1 with 51 zeros following it) would violate the laws of physics, but x=10^50 might not 
(Seth Lloyd, MIT). What is the corresponding result for computer memory? How fast are current 
computers? How is computer memory measured and evaluated? The microbots use an amazing 
(to us) amount of computational power to run their society, but their accomplishments seem well 
within the range of what is possible.  The formula used by Lloyd is approximately given by the 
formula T= (1.74 x 10^{-51})/M where M is the mass in kg and T is the time in seconds required 
by that mass to change from one “observable state” to another (we assign aproximate values to 
the constants c, pi and h-bar in Lloyd’s formiula).  Thus for M=1, T=   1.74 x 10^{-51}.  If the 
time of transition T between observable states is interpretred as a “cycle time” then 1/T, or 
10^{51}/1.74,  is the fastest any 1 kg computer can run in cycles per second (or single bit 
operations).  The observable universe is estimated to have M = 1.5 x 10^{53} kg of “ordinary 
matter.” Thus the observable universe has T about 10^{-104} as its cycle time.  This is small but 
not zero (and also problematic as a use of Lloyd’s equation).  Could we be living in a computer 
with a very fast cycle time?  Matthew thinks so (Chapter 14). Wikipedia: Observable Universe 

Is our universe a simulation? If you look at a scene and cover your eyes, your personal 
representation of the scene is gone. Each individual is simulating the world on his or her personal 
computer (brain). Is it possible that our entire observable universe is a simulation being run on 
some sort of computer and we are virtual creatures? No one has proved such a simulation 
impossible. Cosmologists have been surprised by the recent discovery that the rate of expansion 
of our universe is increasing. This increasing expansion rate, however, would be a natural 
condition for a programmer of a universe simulation to make – there would be less information to 
store at each point as time went on (due to the decreasing size of the observable universe). The 
microbots use simulation and virtual reality to study natural history. It would seem that their task 
is easier than simulating an entire universe. Is that so? In simulating collisions in computer 
games, it is sometimes necessary to have the program interfere to correct things so they appear to 
conform to the laws of physics. Might there be fundamental physical processes in our “real” 
world that, when carefully observed, would show such “corrections” being made at seemingly 
random times (indicating we are a simulation)? Wikipedia Simulation hypothesis 

Should creationism be taught in the schools? Suppose you form a group who believes that our 
universe is a simulation running on a computer somewhere (a scientifically possible situation as 
far as we know). How would you propose to the local school board that this version of 
creationism be taught in the high schools?  Would it be easier to make your case for this digital 
form of creationism than for the pseudo-biological version popular in the press? Would digital 
creationism conflict with the biological theory of evolution? Would biology teachers be qualified 
to teach digital creationism?  Wikipedia: Creationism.

Here is a UFO story that is interesting when interpreted from the point of view of the 
micobot civilization.  In May 1940, Udo Wartena (YOU doh, WAR ten uh), a Mormon 
prospector working a remote claim near Townsend, Montana, had an encounter with a saucer-
shaped craft with strange "men" aboard. Udo was an honest man who led a simple life.  For years 
he remained silent, worried that his experience was a figment of his imagination. He first wrote 
down his “alien encounter” in a letter to Senator John Glenn dated 1980. Udo gave copies of his 
letter to several friends, one of whom was my cousin John Dell (of Tucson, Arizona). 

After reading Udo’s letter below, interpret it in terms of the alien civilization of Which is the Real 
Ramon?.  Assume that the strange men of Udo’s encounter were humanoid colonies (like 
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Valentinus and Clement). No assumptions about Udo’s veracity are needed to have fun with this 
exercise.

Here is Udo’s letter as given to me by John Dell. I have changed the original paragraph breaks 
and made other minor adjustments to make the letter more compact.

In the forepart of May 1940, I had gone upon the mountain and found a glacier 
deposit. And from all indications had every possibility of carrying values. As I 
was working part-time for the Northwest Mining Co., I could only prospect on 
my days off. So it was into the summer before I could prove the ground. There 
were a lot of large boulders to move but when I got to bedrock, I found some 
fine gold. As I would need water for washing the material, I figured it was wise 
to bring the water down to where I could use it.

The early day miners had dug a ditch around the mountainside (this was over 
sixty years before my time), so after clearing the logs and large trash out of it, I 
diverted the water out of the creek, into the ditch. As the ditch had not been 
used these many years, it was quite a mess. The ditch was practically level for 
the first quarter of a mile, so it was late in the afternoon by the time it would 
flow freely. The next morning I cleaned the main ditch to where I put in a dam. 
Then, dug a ditch to where I could use the water.

As the work for the Northwest Mining Co. had picked up, I wasn't able to work 
the prospect too much. Though every spare day I had was used there. I still had 
some large boulders to move and while doing this one morning I heard a noise. 
Like that of a high flying plane, as army planes flying over, from Great Falls. At 
first I didn't take much note, but as the noise continued, I thought a car had 
driven up. So I got upon higher ground. I saw, where I had put the dam in the 
main ditch, a large (I will call it ship). It looked like a blimp, only more pointed 
on each end, and not as thick through the middle. About 35' thick better than 
100' long.

As I stood there, a stairway was let down and a man came down this and started 
walking towards me. As I was somewhat more than interested, I went to meet 
him. He stopped when we were about ten or twelve feet apart. He was a nice 
looking man, seemingly about my age, 35 or more. He wore a light gray pair of 
coveralls, a tam of the same material on his head, and on his feet were slippers 
or moccasins. He asked me if it would be all right if they took some of the 
water. I could not see why not, I said sure. He then gave a signal and a hose or 
pipe was let down.

His English was like mine, but he spoke slowly, as if he was a linguist. He asked 
me what I was doing. I explained this to him. He asked me if I would be 
interested to come aboard. As he seemed an intelligent and pleasant person, I 
figured it would be interesting. As we got closer to the ship, I noticed that it was 
round, like two dinner plates, one inverted over the other. It seemed to be made 
of metal. As I look back and compare, it seemed like stainless steel, though not 
bright or shiny. The ship appeared to be about 35' thick and well over a hundred 
feet in diameter. When we got into the ship, we entered into a room about 
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twelve by sixteen feet, with a close fitting door on the farther end. Indirect 
lighting near the ceiling, and nice upholstered benches around the sides.

There was an older man in the room, plainly dressed and with white hair. It was 
then that I noticed that the younger man also had white hair. Somehow I believe 
they knew who I was, but they did not introduce themselves. Perhaps if they 
had, I may have been a bit upset. The younger man asked me what I would be 
interested in. So I first asked why they wanted this particular water. He said the 
water is good, as if they had gotten the same before, and it was convenient. 
After we had entered the ship, I had noticed that the sound I had heard outside, 
was hardly noticeable, except what came up the stairwell. So I asked him what 
caused the noise or humming. He said this would be a bit complicated, but he 
would try to explain so I could understand.

He said as you noticed we are floating above the ground, and though the 
ground slopes, the ship is level. There are in the outside rim of the ship two 
flywheels one turning one way and the other the opposite direction. He 
explained that this gives the ship its own gravitation, or rather overcomes the 
gravitational pull of the earth, other planets or the sun or stars. And though this 
pull is light, we use this gravitational pull of the stars and planets to ride on. He 
went into somewhat greater detail on the power development by these two 
flywheels. He mentioned something about them developing an electromagnetic 
force. As this was quite new to me and he realized that, but he saw I had gotten 
the picture, so he stopped. I asked him where he got the energy to run the ship. 
He said from the sun and stars, and he would store this in batteries, though this 
was for emergency use.

I also asked him what their object was or purpose in coming here. Well, he said, 
as you have noticed, we look pretty much as you do, so we mingle with you 
people, gather information, leave instructions, or give help where needed. I 
would have liked to ask him more about that, but didn't feel this proper, so let it 
ride at that. While we had been talking, a light had come on apparently signaling 
that the water had been taken care of. When I felt it was time for me to leave, I 
mentioned this. He asked me if I would be interested in going with them. I said 
that I thought it would be interesting to go with them but it would 
inconvenience too many people. Later I wondered why I had said that.

As I started to leave, they suggested that I tell no one, as no one would believe 
me at that time, but in years to come I could tell about this experience. When I 
walked away from the ship, they raised the stairway, and when I got a couple of 
hundred feet away from the ship, I turned around. A number more portholes 
had opened up and though I could see no one, I felt sure they saw me. Anyway, I 
waved at them. The ship then rose straight up, then while circling slightly it 
continued going straight and in a very short while was completely out of sight.

As I didn't have a watch, I did not know how long I had been with them. It was 
around noon so it must have been about two hours from the time I first saw the 
ship. This whole experience was so overwhelming that I did not go back to 
work. I kept going over in my mind all that had happened. I went back to where 
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the stairway had been and though it hadn't gone into the soil, the grass was 
crushed down. I wondered at the time, why I hadn't accepted the invitation to go 
with them but instead had said "that it would inconvenience too many people".
 
I then recollected an incident which happened a few years before I came to this 
district.  A young man was staying with an old prospector, and early one 
morning before eating he put on a light jacket and told the man he would be 
gone for a while. When the young man did not show up all that next day or the 
next, the old prospector notified the Sheriff, and he with his deputies and about 
forty C.C.C. boys looked all over for him, but no trace was found. I have 
wondered if he might have accepted an invitation to board a ship similar to 
mine.

I have wondered at times if this could have all been in my imagination. But then 
again I saw the impression of the ship in the grass. Then over the years a 
number of things have come to mind. The explanation of how this ship moved, 
seemingly not affected by earth’s gravitational pull. From what the man told me 
at the time and what has come to me since, I believe I am not too far from an 
answer to this. It is for this reason I am writing to you. No doubt with the help of 
some other minds, the answer will be forthcoming. We have just about reached 
the stage where we need a different type of air transportation and this is the 
answer.

I feel confident that you could put me in touch with some people who could help 
to this end.

Udo Wartena, West Linn, Oregon, 1980

Does	Udo's	experience	give	some	insights	into	alien	abduction	tales	generally?	
Interpreted	in	terms	of		Which	is	the	Real	Ramon?	the	aliens'	offer	to	take	Udo	with	them	
would	have	involved	taking	a	virtual	copy	of	Udo	with	them	(not	the	biological	Udo).		Udo	
would	not	have	understood	this	distinction	and	the	two	colonies	would	not	have	tried	to	
explain	it	to	him	under	the	circumstances.	Taking	a	copy	of	Udo,	rather	than	the	biological	
Udo,	Aits	in	well	with	the	demeanor	of	the	two	humanoids	in	Udo's	story.	If	"abducting"	is	
replaced	by	"copying,"	would	some	of	the	standard	UFO	abduction	tales	make	better	sense?	

What	happened	to	the	young	man	who	disappeared?		Perhaps	the	young	man,	unlike	
Udo,	did	board	the	ship	and	go	with	the	aliens.	On	the	other	hand,	his	disappearance	could	
have	been	entirely	unrelated	to	Udo's	experience.	There	is	another	interesting	possibility.		
The	microbots	in	our	story	can	make	virtual	copies	without	injuring	the	biological	organism.		
A	more	sinister	scenario	could	be	imagined	where	the	copying	procedure	does	destroy	the	
biological	organism,	but	the	microbots	equate	the	biological	organism	with	its	copy	and	thus	
have	no	qualms	about	destroying	the	former.	If	this	were	the	case,	it	is	good	that	Udo	
refused	their	offer	to	"go	along	with	them."		The	young	man	may	have	consented	to	go	along.	
The	aliens	may	have	made	a	virtual	copy,	destroyed	the	biological	version	of	the	young	man,	
and	gone	about	their	business	not	imagining	they	had	done	anything	wrong	(from	the	
human	perspective).


