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Introduction

Within these pages is the first communal expression of a Bahraini
diaspora identity. Britain’s tight-knit Bahraini community, whose roots
date back to at least the 1970s, has thus far largely been overlooked in
British culture. Perhaps it is no surprise — hailing from a country with
some 600,000 citizens and a land mass smaller than Greater Manchester,
we are few and far between.

“You’re the first Bahraini I’ve ever met” is something every Bahraini
has heard in the West, even from other Arabs. It is a statement that places
on us the burden of having to act as sole representatives of our country.
Shall I tell this person about the tastes of my granny’s feasts, the smiles
of my extended family? Shall I explain how ancient Bahrain was to the
Sumerians a Garden of Eden, a place of immortality, yet today we have
no fresh water? Or shall I mention the haunting dreams of a nation, the
sting of tear gas, the bloodstains no soap can wash?

For a time I thought I was the only Bahraini British poet and felt that
pressure to represent my people singularly, until I reconnected with Taher
Adel, whose poem These Seas opens our anthology. I thought, finally, an
ally! How many of us are there out here? And what will happen if we
came together to express ourselves?

Through January and February 2021, fourteen Bahrainis met weekly to
learn and write poetry. While a few of us were already poets, most of
us were not: we have among us NHS doctors and health practitioners,
students and engineers. For many, it was a therapeutic space where we
could engage issues we rarely discuss, even in our own community’s
spaces. We explored our relationship to our dialects, families, homes,
beliefs, experiences, and environments. Old relations reconnected and
new friendships were formed. It has been a breathing space we didn’t
know we needed.

Most importantly, we discovered a confidence to assert ourselves. The
liminal space we migrant communities inhabit is often painful: we are
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made to feel foreign in both home and host cultures, constantly forced to
explain our existence. But this in-between space is ours to control.

That’s precisely what we’ve done in Between Two Islands. The poems
within these pages are in a mix of English and Arabic. The unique
Bahrani identity, distinct from Bahraini and marginalised in Gulf
literature, emerges explicitly and implicitly in many of the poems.
We make no attempt to translate or annotate ourselves. To the British
reader, our references may seem novel, but to us they are soulful. To
the Bahraini reader, our words may read unduly westernised, but we are
exerting ourselves on the western language. We are here not to explain,
but to express ourselves.

Duality and reflection are recurring themes in Between Two Islands,
embodied forcefully by the sea. The “reincarnated pearl diver” in These
Seas dives “headfirst into ancestral seas”, opening us to a dialogue with
our cultural inheritance that echoes throughout the anthology. Yet the sea
i1s ambiguous: the poets of Buying A Ticket, Two Islands and Remember
— among others — find themselves lost in its waters, shunted around in
their search for belonging. The scars of the past decade are acutely felt
in20 02 2021 Updated .xlsx, which mourns the men on death row and
their dehumanisation as statistics. Meanwhile, in Legacy Hands we are
offered a clever ghazal that speaks both to a year of Zoom calls and a
yearning for the homeland. Firm ground is found in the Arabic poems,
from Jusdl o)) to the lemon tree in —=J. Birds glide across the poems, at
home in both the sky and trees — as, perhaps, we wish to be.

You, our readers, are invited to read the poems and taste their rich
flavours. Should you enjoy them, take note — for we who call two
islands home, both Britain and Bahrain, have more to say.

Ali Al-Jamri
Editor and Creative Producer
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These Seas

A reincarnated pearl diver

diving headfirst into ancestral seas
finding pearls that resemble faces

each dive is one summer holiday

two decades claimed until I have enough
for a necklace that proves [ am from here
no longer a tourist with virgin eyes

but one that has memorised

the graveyard, and where to find

each ancestor, their bleary tombstones
rising in and out of centuries

like dolphins, these seas

are what makes us Bahrani.

These seas smell of fishing boats
and Gadoo-stained fingers.
These seas sound like waves of
mosques blaring not far apart
and the clanking of coins

in my grandmother’s purse
enough to buy a whole family
smiles.

These seas feel like wrinkles

of old age, waves and waves
for they have spent too

much time here, roots like veins
flowing into one another,

a seabed of love and pain.

These seas look like a painful utopia
and we look like longing birds.

We, the opera of the lost.
Taher Adel
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Legacy Hands

In our gated age of Zoom IDs and passwords, a legacy hand lingers
Raised to speak to dismembered heads, enduringly it waits, strained, it lingers

Names retired, authenticity desired, occasionally acquired yet not required
Muted pseudonyms attired residing in pseudo-nations admired, a legacy hand lingers

Smileys in apps rather than maps, suspended streets rather than tweets, where is your legacy?
Predestined searches, it’s all blurred backgrounds in blurred places, a legacy hand lingers

Legacy dreams, here there are only expendable memes, typos and Microsoft Teams
Surviving GIF regimes, it’s all hashtags, no heritage flags, here legacy screams, it lingers

In economised algorithms, a legacy hand stretches for Rainbow, isn ¢ there a meme for legacy?
Surrendering the shoreward, it’s all forwards in quest for legacy, a legacy hand lingers




5100 Kilometres Away

I crave the warm scent of the ocean.
I’m sitting here 5100 kilometres away.

I long to restore my own Bahraini heritage
and engage in the cultural festivities.

Oh what I’d give to run through the countless acres of palm trees!
I yearn to return to that heartwarming setting,
where I feel that [ belong.

I’d love to get a bird’s eye view of what I had missed,
what I have yet to experience
and what I never knew.

I know that if I return, I’d cling

to the memories I make there
as if they were my last.

Zain Almadani



Buying a ticket

Destination: [ ]
From: an ocean To: another ocean
Never able to reach land

Always stranded

Nationality: [ ]

My fingers betray me

typing

The name of a home that is not my own
I am to believe in some sort of duality

Name: [ ]
Oppressive letters

Once with an [

Then again witha 'Y
Neither mine

Neither of my mentality

No dots, no dhammas

No fathas

No ains, no khas

My complex existence

My difficult name

Simplified for their convenience

Typing Abdul-Hadi

Knowing it’s Abd Al-Hadi
Lie after lie after lie

Gtbse ibse
How are you the only land in a world of seas

the ships of Vikings are not my home

«



the west

an endless treacherous ocean, of brutality

vessels carrying thieves and killers

drinking from the skulls of my ancestors

Drinking Our Past

Our thoughts Our words Our existence
As they laugh and wipe their greed

With a dirty sleeve

they leave us empty
reading their past
thinking their thoughts
speaking their words

They smash my Oud and Nay
After stealing my tongue

Taking away any voice for my pain
Laying before me

A piano and a violin

I float among the waves
Trying to hold on

to something

that is mine

But everything is theirs

I implore my ancestors to

Teach me how to swim

So I could once again

reach land

so my feet can once again be rooted
in the ground

extended in the soil

I 7



My head as high as the minarets
My voice,

That of the Athan

ST alll ,ST al)

My soul, my veins spreading
Across the land
through every Bahrani woman, child and man.

Until then

I will drown

But I will come up again for air
With pearls

I will build my lanjah

Of fishermen

And divers

Where my name is my name
and my voice is mine

and my skin is engraved
with glorious calligraphy

And I will sail.
Destination: Home

Name: Bahrani Language: Arabi
Mode of Travel: Decolonized Identity
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Two Islands

Two islands separated by bottomless seas

Drifting together by palms, pearls and English Tea
Two islands to which I’'m supposed to belong

But I ask myself, where am I really from?

Can 1 affiliate myself with a eUs3’s constant violations?
Of our rights, our eternal ‘Pearl’ and our liberation

Hand in hand with perpetrators of annexation

Luring the desperate to bend the knee in prostration

Can [ affiliate myself with an ice cold island that doesn’t accept me,

Because I’'m not intoxicated at the pub or indulging in afternoon tea?

An island flooded with masters filleting melanated hearts with precision of hands so pale
Their own hearts shrivelled perfused with venomous hatred and ginger ale

CanIsitin a g 3 of people who disregard the oppression in their society?
Disregard a rejected and dejected majority, self-absorbed, drowning in their hypocrisy
With blinding adherence, “We want peace” they say

Attacking the liberated and shackled g0y in every way

Can I sit in a countryside of superficial ignorance and superiority?
Dismissing, demeaning those who reject white supremacy
Masters of policy, a political game that belittles equality

Consta ntly attacking our theories and philosophies

One day they will vanish like the transformation of a drop through evaporation
And made accountable for their hatred and discrimination

A demolished Pearl and a martyr blue from brutality

Will demand justice, standing free for eternity

Torn between cultural norms, ethics and ideologies

Trapped in a dichotomy between morals and reality

Two islands separated by bottomless seas

Drifting together by a hybrid identity Zahra Shehabi
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Bird

If a bird could speak

What would it say?

Would it tell me how much I missed?
Because unlike the bird

I am not blessed

With a pair of wings

Unlike the bird

I have yet to see

All the beauty

That this world has to offer

If a bird could speak

What would it say?

Would it tell me how pretty it is
From up above

Would it tell me how it feels
When it is free

When it spreads its wings

If a bird could speak
What would it say?
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Remember

Remember how it used to be?

We were filled with so much glee.

We’d always sit under that tree,

I’d hide and you’d count till three.

Then, you’d search everywhere for me.

Until I lost myself in the middle of the gulf sea,
And suddenly you stopped looking for me.
Why did you stop looking for me?

Maryam AlSaleh



Adrift Along the Moonbeam
6]

Adrift between two islands,

my boat struggles against the sea.
I’ve been working the oars a lifetime
and ’m careening ceaselessly

forth
and back, tossed
by the sea, shore
ever in sight,

Land,

the horizon.
Lighthouses
spot me,
observing
objectively,
they assure.

‘GHelp ! 2

I fire a flare, am airdropped a census.
I fill it in. Ethnicity: “Other ”,
This Land at least asks.

That Land scorns:
Doesn’t want to count me

— I harm them by my birth and dreams.
Doesn’t want to discount me

— if I succeed they’ll claim my body and deeds.



This Islander sails by, not in a dhow.

I wave him down,

he eyes the form, he whistles,

“These are gonna look great in aggregate,”
and he’s gone.

The lighthouses turn their gaze away.

Maybe—
I am jetsam.

My boat shunts in the darkness.
My oar arms tire.
My force has run its course.

I pull up the oars.

I lay on my back.

I see no horizon.

The sky and the sea melt into one ocean.

That’s when the moon sends his greeting
down a path of light.

Are there islands there too?

Tranquil shores for my boat to beach?

If so, take me, yes,

take me there.







2)

It came as no surprise to me when my boat beached against the
moonbeam, though I did not expect the splintering groan announcing its
demise. With ease I abandoned the husk, pressing first my palms, then
my feet, upon the silver path. When I did not fall, I turned my crawl
into a walk. Ten steps in I looked back. Both the boat and lands I’d left
slipped into the sea’s blackness. Only the pearly reflection of the moon,
a pastel blur on the canvas of the Earth. I turned my back to the waves
and walked onwards to the solid thing, and

time expired. The road is long, but my legs did not tire, nor will my
stomach ever rumble, nor exhaustion cause a falter. No sound has ever
existed but the heart beat-beat of my heart, and the click-click of my
heels against the light’s sliver. I was alone until in the distance I see
a figure. [ will fall in beside him. He was like me, that is, unlike. He
wears a casual grin and moved in a different skin. “May I...?” will soon
puncture the silence. To which he replies, “The more the merrier.” “How
did you...?” “I dived up.” We are onwards to the moon.

We are pearls in the lock-jaw of an oyster and we were free. Others are to
fall in amongst us, each with unshared reasons, and we came to number
a mass. Silence but for the beat of our heart and the click of our heels. As
the moon closed in around us, we are dots again. When we tumbled onto
its grey surface, its dust shall embrace us.

We cannot recall which land we set sail from,
but a shipwreck is a shipwreck no matter the shore.

Ali Al-Jamri
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The Future | Jazull
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In our fifth workshop, “Future”, we asked participants to imagine an
abandoned, underwater Bahrain. In this visualisation exercise, the facilitator
read a text and participants responded with their poetry. The Arabic poem by
Mohamed Arab on the following page responds to it.

It is 2121. The sea levels have risen and swallowed the land. You are an
adventurer returning to your ancestral lands. Your boat travels for a day on
the green blue seas to reach the point where Bahrain once was. You know that
this is where the islands used to be because you can see the tips of the ancient
Financial Harbour poking out, the sky scrapers like icebergs.

You dive. The waters are clear. You swim to your ancestor s house. What does
the building look like? What state of decay is it in? What sea wildlife do you
see? You enter the house. How do you enter? Through the front door? A side
gate? A window? You are in a living space, perhaps a majlis. There is a spot
here where your ancestor always sat. How do you know it was this spot?

Explore the house. In the room you're in is a shelf, on it is a book. Pick it
up. Is it thin? Thick? Describe it for me. The cover has faded. You cannot
read the title. before you open it, what do you think its title was? Open it now.
Miraculously, there is one page with undamaged ink. What is written?

Set the book down now. You are going to leave this house now, but before you
do, open a drawer, or a hidden space. Look through shelves and under the
beds. Take something important with you. An item that they always kept in their
home. Spend a moment describing the item you 've taken.

Now [ want you to swim to a public place your ancestor used to visit often.
Perhaps a souq, or a mosque, or a mall, or a restaurant, or a shrine. The
area here is empty, deserted. Of course it is. You look around. Look at the
signs around you. Shop names, street signs, the walls and their graffiti. What
messages do you see?
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The last time your ancestor was here, they left something. You discover
that belonging on the ground. Where do you find it? This is something your
ancestor always took with them in public that was meaningful. Spend a moment
describing the item.

Finally, you travel to a small graveyard. Even under the sea, some of the
gravestones are still sticking out above the sands. One of the graves belongs to
someone you know. How do you recognise it?

Swim up to the grave. Who does it belong to? Does it belong to someone you
respect, or someone you dislike? What do you say to the buried? Do you have
a message for them? Or a question? Perhaps you just recite Al-Fatiha. Write
down what you say.

As you finish this prayer, something catches your eye. Half-buried between the
graves is an item. Pull it out. It belonged to the person whose grave you visited.
Hold it up. What is it made of? What does it feel like? Look like?

Your diving suit beeps, telling you your oxygen levels are low and it's time to
resurface. You've collected three items though, and you can only take one of
them with you. The private item from the house, the item from the public place,
the item from the grave.

Which one do you choose? Why? Justify this choice to yourself. This item, from
100 years ago or longer. What meaning does it hold for you in 2121?

Your diving suit beeps again and you must go. You have to drop the other two
items. Take a moment to describe the feeling of letting them go. Watch them fall
to the sea floor. Will they be lost here forever? Or do you intend to come back
for them one day?

Your diving suit beeps a third time. Your oxygen levels are critical. It’s time to

return. You swim up to the surface, arrive back at your boat, gasp for air. And
you 're back in the room with us now.
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An Island
With the Sea as the Escape

We race to the beach, the gentle waves cool our feet

as the raging orange sun sears the loose black cloth on my head
We gaze ahead,

in the horizon boats bop up and down,

waves jostle us back and the light breeze puffs in aid

let’s go and play

An Island
With the sea as the escape

Children dance and sing ‘fatahiya warda’
Mothers discuss their latest concoction of ebharat they add to emawash
Men from boats, with thobes rolled up and ghutras on their head sell samach safi

An Island
With the sea as the escape

The smells of salt, humidity and fish drown the air
as we gallop across the shore towards the barada
for the cooling delight of ice cream sandwiches

An Island
With the sea as the escape

I slowly walk back, the rough rocks scrape my feet
the sun slowly sets, quietly painting its rage

I gape ahead,

in the distance boats bop up and down,

the boys on them battle the waves and rebel the air
come back, let’s play
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An Island
With the sea as the escape

Silence
the smells of tarmac, fumes and humidity strangles the senses

cranes burying the sea, imposing land that sinks the view
the beach now further and  further away

The sea is still the escape

Jenan Alhasabi
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Fatima Alhalwachi
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