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Brunei is a medieval kingdom with a veneer of modernity so thin it is practically transparent.  There are no elections.  The one attempt to introduce them is remembered as an insurrection and there are still some inmates in Jerudong Prison suffering the consequences of their political beliefs, some 40 plus years after the act.

Jerudong prison was on a hill that I passed every day of my working week.  I remember once reading an article vindicating Brunei’s political freedom.  It began with the comment that 20 years ago if you had told your mother you had mentioned politics in a coffee shop you would be picked up.  It then continued by singing the praises of the Brunei Islamic Party, the only official political party Brunei boasts.  

Jerudong is an odd choice for a prison location, as it is graced by a number of palaces, including that of the Sultan’s second wife.  My house was also there, and it would not be at all unusual to see the sultan (driving himself) in one of his hundred odd cars as he made the trip from his office to her home.  In this peaceloving little country, a mere speck (actually two, as some of Malaysia happens to be in the middle of it) on the world map, security is pretty relaxed.  Formerly the richest man in the world, the Sultan is accompanied on the road by two policemen on motorbikes at the front and two at the back.  He is quite used to waving at the crowd, as befits a head of state, and I was surprised once as I pulled over to let him pass that he even waved to me while looking in his rearview mirror.

An entire month is dedicated to celebrating the Sultan’s birthday.  Every district in the country puts on performances of song and dance in his honour by schools and community groups.  There are banners and posters on the main streets and nightly festivities in the center of town.   The preparations for the day the Sultan visited our district were many and varied.  Some schools had their students standing in the ever increasingly hot sun from 7.30 a.m. lining the roadway.  He was due to show up at 9.30 (i.e. some time after 10).   We fortunately were not among them, and could while away the time sitting under canvas shelters or strolling around the displays and special stalls representing different groups and organisations. 

He arrived by helicopter at a spot near the police station and then was driven in state for about a kilometre to the festival site in his gold plated Rolls Royce.  This was a carpark and field next to one of the local schools.  For the past half hour a contingent of local male dignitaries had lined up in their best traditional finery, black shirt and pants and a highly decorative cloth tied around their tummies standing in the carpark facing where he would sit.  They must have been boiling. 

Smiling and waving as ever the Sultan settled himself in his makeshift throne on a shaded dais to view the performances.  One of the most impressive was by a group of  soldiers who culminated their marching in a display of  combat moves, running from here to there in attack formations and positioning themselves to shoot.  As they pointed their rifles at an imaginary enemy they shouted in unison “Bang! Bang!”

Apart from police and military use, guns are illegal in Brunei Darussalam, the Abode of  Peace.  

Some of the girls from our high school had been chosen to perform a dance, in combination with girls from another school.  This had meant daily rehearsals for weeks, with them being bussed to the other school’s practice hall, never mind about revision for exams thankyou.  On the day of the performance I couldn’t imagine a more miserable lot.  As they wheeled in their perfect formations, repeating the same dance step endlessly, they were scared stiff of making a mistake.  So much for the pride in one’s cultural heritage.. maybe they knew how much this had cost them in precious class time as they were revising for their mid year exams, for some of them so crucial in placing them in the eternal pecking order of forms to come.  How noble of them to have given their time so generously to the Sultan and to have sacrificed their grades in consequence of having been tribal girls, dancing for him.

Towards the close of the day’s events, people gathered to line both sides of the path the Sultan was going to take.  After some time policewomen insisted that everyone should move to one side only.  As the Sultan walked by hands were outstretched, some men insistently pushing them over the heads of ladies who had been patiently waiting in the front row.  I remember the delight of one such fellow whose thrust hand was duly shaken.  As the Sultan passed on he turned away, crowing with ecstasy.

When I mentioned this again at a private party to one of Brunei’s favoured international set he replied that people were very nationalistic.  Why would it be so lucky for him, I wondered, to have touched the Sultan’s hand, thrust as his was over the crowd?  

For all this adulation, for all this easygoing familiarity, for all this exposure there are still some important taboos regarding the Sultan, as you would imagine.  We must never mention that word in emails, in case it is picked up by the security section that monitor electronic traffic through the one and only internet service provider.  Most colleagues are very careful not to mention it in a public place, such as a club or place of work.  One way out is to speak in a normal tone of voice except for that word, which you would let your listener lipread.  

It is not what you say that is at risk, it is the fact that you are saying anything about him at all.  You might be overheard, and this can easily lead to someone inventing an interpretation of what you had said.  I remember marveling at the range of synonyms used by a history teacher as we were strolling up the stairs one day at school: regent, monarch, king, ruler.  All of these were fine, just don’t mention the S word.

In Brunei it is more the form, rather than the substance that is important.  And I will leave it to other writers to talk about other aspects of how absolute rulers live in a place like Brunei, for the bottom line is the national accounts, and who is going to talk about them?

