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A Matter of Timing 
by  bernadine evaristo

The Misty Mountain Heritage Complex was a three-hour drive out of the 
smoggy city of Shanghai. A vertiginous, winding road coiled breathlessly 
around miles of bamboo forest until arriving at the great stone walls of 
the fortified complex. Heavy electronic gates guarded the entrance, 
Kalashnikov-wielding soldiers stood high on the wall, and a long, patient 
queue of visitors snaked down the grey stone pathways, their tour buses 
parked along the side of the road. April clouds descended from the skies 
bathing the whole vista in a light drizzle before slipping off down the 
slopes to hover as thick mist.

The heritage complex opened soon after The Great Expansion resulted in 
a new curiosity about the countries which had been grasped by the 
colonial tentacles of the Republic. Several nations of the world were 
represented inside its walls through exhibitions which were assemblies of 
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plundered historical relics, monuments and 
human zoos. Britain, a country about which 
so little had been known during the period 
of The Long Isolation, soon emerged as 
the foremost object of interest for the 
millions of visitors who came up the 
mountain every year.

The citizens of the Republic were 
fascinated by the unfathomable British 
obsession with all things past and ancient. 
The Republic's own royal historical lineage 
had long remained in its rightful place – in 
museums, as evidence of a decidedly 
decadent and non-egalitarian past. Why, 
they wondered, walk with one foot chained 
to history when it made the long march 
forwards so slow? Why favour the old over 
the new, when the new was always better? 
Why choose to live in a draughty old 
house with so-called 'character', when one 
could live in a sleek, minimalist home?

Once they had paid to get inside and had 
their bags searched for weapons of minor 
destruction, they headed for the Exhibition 
of Britain, inescapably positioned to the 
right of the entrance and protected behind 
another high wall, this one plastered with 
pebble dash.

Here they encountered "Exhibit No 1", 
Charles. Formerly known as His Royal 
Highness, King Charles III, he could be seen 
pottering around the cage that had been 
his home for several years. His only 
furniture was his country's state throne, its 
once-bright crimson seat worn grey and 
threadbare, the wood of its golden frame 
scuffed and chipped. Charles was forced to 
wear, at all times, a heavy ermine cape 
and a rather tacky papier-mâché crown, 
painted yellow and studded with plastic 
diamonds and rubies. The perimeter of his 

cage was fringed with rows of organic pot 
plants which Charles spent a lot of time 
cultivating.

Like every other specimen in the human 
zoo, Charles had been allowed to take one 
book into his cage. He had chosen The 
Lost World of the Kalahari, the most 
famous work of his long-deceased mentor, 
Laurens van der Post. Charles had fond 
memories of evenings spent in his rooms 
at Kensington Palace listening to Laurens's 
expert ruminations on the noble savage.

Most of the time he was oblivious to the 
visitors who jostled each other for a better 
view, the bolder ones trying to prod and 
poke him with pointed umbrellas through 
the bars. When Charles did look up at his 
audience, the wavy lines indented in his 
forehead, the perpetual frown of his bushy 
grey eyebrows, the transparent anguish in 
his eyes, his pale, ghostly face resembled 
those of a nineteenth-century tragedian.

The sign outside Charles's cage read: 
"Once chief of class system, worshipped by 
his all subjects."

Next to Charles's cage was that of Mr 
Thistlewaite (Exhibit No 2), formerly one of 
the legendary Beefeaters at the Tower of 
London.

Mr Thistlewaite was in his late fifties, 
balding, pink-faced, stout. He was ex-army 
(Sergeant), and had always considered 
himself a decent, upstanding chap. Most 
importantly (prior to capture), he thought of 
himself as normal: steak and chips, wife, 
kids, golf, Tory. He also had a fondness for 
poetry. John Betjeman's Collected Poems 
provided him with stimulating company 
while incarcerated. As a Beefeater he had 
been part of the security detail around 
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HRH on state occasions, and it was to his 
utmost frustration that he could not 
throttle those voyeuristic bastards who tried 
to assault his dearly beloved monarch. He 
spent his days slumped in a corner of his 
cage, scowling. He wore a ruffled white 
collar, gabardine jacket embroidered with a 
gold geometric design, puffed sleeves, 
matching belt, red gabardine 
knickerbockers, long white stockings and 
slip-on shoes with big, gold buckles. The 
sign outside Mr Thistlewaite's cage read: 
"Typical, everyday Englishman."

And so it went on.

Plundered artefacts on display under bomb-
proof glass cases, and the vigilant eyes of 
armed guards, included the entire British 
Crown Jewels, with the skull-crushing 
Imperial State Crown as its centrepiece, 
laden with 2,868 diamonds, 273 pearls, 17 
sapphires, 11 emeralds and 5 rubies (Nos 
33-84). The visitors oohed, aahed and 
sighed, but could not touch.

Among the many artefacts there was also 
the Domesday Book in its own glass 
cabinet (No 125), the original King James 
Bible in another (No 126), and the mace 
from the House of Commons (No 134). Set 
on a pair of plinths and cordoned off by 
red rope, were the statue of Eros from 
Piccadilly Circus (No 167) and the Prince 
Albert Memorial from Hyde Park (No 168).

The visitors also encountered three 
monuments that had been dismantled, 
transported thousands of miles, and 
reassembled. There was "a typical English 
pub" called Ye Olde Alehouse (No 275), 
which had thousand-year-old beams 
hanging low from its ceiling, and paintings 
of rolling green hills, buxom milkmaids, 
thatched cottages and grazing cows spread 

all over its walls. The gargantuan stones of 
Stonehenge had been carted off and 
relocated onto the site (No 276), and there 
was the world's largest clock, Big Ben (No 
277). At nearly 100 metres high this was 
an edifice so imposing that the visitors 
gasped and craned their necks to try and 
see it in its entirety. It still rang out on the 
hour every hour, its mighty bell resounding 
over the mountain and reaching, some 
imagined, as far as Shanghai.

Lesser objects included a display of bowler 
hats, walking sticks and judge's wigs and 
gowns. Video screens installed alongside 
the best-known works of the painter Turner 
showed extracts from period dramas 
starring the actresses Helena Bonham-
Carter, Kate Winslet and Keira Knightly, as 
well as the television series Last of the 
Summer Wine and Brideshead Revisited 
(Nos 179-255).

Eventually the visitors came to a white, 
concrete, bunker-like building which blocked 
their route through the complex. They had 
no choice but to enter the ominous steel 
door of The British Surveillance Experience 
(No 362-662). Once inside they were made 
to walk through a long, narrow, dark, dank 
tunnel, every inch of its walls and ceiling 
crammed with sinister infra-red CCTV 
cameras which performed a silent, robotic 
ballet of spinning, swerving and dipping. 
Everyone fell silent and felt a chill as they 
hurried through the tunnel of unblinking, 
bloodshot eyes. Audio guides explained that 
at the time of The Great Expansion, the 
British had less public privacy than any 
almost any other country in the world, with 
over 4 million cameras. People could be 
recorded on up to 300 of them every day 
in towns and cities, or on the roads. 
Everywhere you went electronic eyes were 
upon you.
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Outside again in the crisp April air, they 
walked towards a marble slab (No 663), 
which resembled a war memorial. Engraved 
onto it were the names of over 50 
countries which had once been subsumed 
into the British Empire and stripped of their 
right to self-rule, beginning with Hong Kong. 
The sign underneath read: "Human right, no 
joke."

The final display of the Exhibition of Britain 
(No 666) presented a man formerly known 
as Anthony Blair, the ex-prime minister of 
Britain, now simply called Tony. He was 
having another one of his temper tantrums, 
jumping up and down on the pantomime 
head of the decidedly unattractive bulldog 
outfit he was forced to wear - the bulldog 
being the national animal of his country, 
rather as the giant panda was the national 
animal of the Republic. Security personnel 
would soon arrive and tell him to put it 
back on and start barking again, if he 
wanted any supper that night. His book of 
choice was How to Win Friends and 
Influence People by Dale Carnegie. The sign 
outside Tony's cage read: "War criminal 
against humanity and all round liar."

Upon exiting the pebble-dash walls of The 
Exhibition of Britain, most of the visitors felt 
that their knowledge of this alien country 
had been enriched and deepened, although 
few claimed to truly understand the strange 
ways of the Britishers. Their curiosity 
satiated, however, they were now ready to 
find out about the other nations exhibited 
in the heritage complex in what was, in 
essence, an economical and condensed 
mini world tour. For many visitors the next 
stop would be The Exhibition of America, 
where George, formerly known as President 
George Bush II, was made to dress up in a 
panda costume and chew on bamboo all 
day long. At the time of his capture he had 
requested the book The Holy Bible by 

Jesus Christ, only to be told that it did not 
exist.

Beyond the labyrinth of zoos, cages, 
museums, monuments and monoliths, was a 
cage hidden away at the back of the 
complex that was rarely visited. There was 
little curiosity, or indeed patience, for the 
inhabitant of this small, iron-barred abode.

Inside the cage resided Tenzin Gyatso, the 
14th Dalai Lama, spiritual and political 
leader of the country of Tibet. He was a 
man of advanced years, with little hair. He 
had pair of eye spectacles, burnt orange 
robes and the most radiant smile. Left 
alone these days, the Dalai Lama had a lot 
of time to think about how humankind 
could benefit from compassion, forgiveness, 
tolerance, contentment and self-discipline. 
Deprived of writing materials he composed 
books in his head these days. All human 
beings are the same, he believed. "We all 
want happiness and do not want suffering. 
We have to learn to live in harmony and 
peace with each other and with nature. It is 
not a dream, but a necessity. We are 
dependent on each other in so many ways, 
that we can no longer live in isolated 
communities and ignore what is happening 
outside those communities."

He thought of his people and their desire 
for freedom.

Ah, what did he know? He was a simple 
monk.

The sign outside his cage read:

"Enemy of the Republic."
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