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What though the spice breezes


Blow soft o’er Ceylon’s isle;


Though every prospect pleases


And only man is vile.


 


(Reginald Heber)
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A FOREWORD FROM THE
AUTHOR


 


 


 


 


As
the daughter of a Sri Lankan and a German, and as a woman who was born on this
island in the Indian Ocean but spent the first 19 years of her life in Europe, I
have always found this country intriguing. Often a mystery, sometimes a pain in
the neck, and at other times too fascinating for its own good, it’s spoken to
the poet in me, and I’ve finally decided to publish my thoughts.


 


Please
bear in mind that these poems have been written over the course of nearly a
decade and might address subjects that have now lost some of their
blood-curdling relevance. Poetry, to me, is something intensely personal yet also
something that speaks to all of us in its own way, and as such I am presenting Sri
Lanka how I see it, how I live it.


 


I
wish to dedicate this collection of poems to my husband, who taught me how to
love a complicated, mesmerizing country that was never quite mine and never
quite its own either.


 













ENCHANTRESS


 


 


 


Sinhala-dvipa
smiled enchantingly


Her
bays were wide and shallow


The
Indians entered demandingly


Allowed
the jungle to swallow


Roar
of the lion, threateningly


Scream
of natives, deafeningly


There
was slaughter and love


Nature
did take its fatal course


A
nation was born to enchantress Sinhala-dvipa


 


Cilao
smiled enchantingly


Her
beaches were copper-tinted


The
Portuguese entered demandingly


Thus
the beauty was partly stinted


Smell
of the spices, intriguingly


Fusion
of cultures, ambiguously


There
was domination and defeat


Marvels
overcome by pure greed


A
nation was born to enchantress Cilao


 


Ceilan
smiled enchantingly


Her
fruits abounded, delicious


The
Dutch entered demandingly


Built
mansions, forever ambitious


Song
of the bird, forebodingly


Tears
of the women, imploringly


There
was mangling and mingling


Civilization
hit without an inkling


A
nation was born to enchantress Ceilan


 


Ceylon
smiled enchantingly


Her
location was strategically right


The
British entered demandingly


Crashed
in with their colonial might


The
clinking of glasses, thrillingly


Groans
of the workers, unwillingly


There
was progress and poverty


Splendid
years for an elite minority


A
nation was born to enchantress Ceylon


 


Sri
Lanka smiles enchantingly


Her
sea and skies are oh-so blue


The
Tourists enter demandingly


Money
is needed, what else to do


Explosions
of bombs, undeniably


But
foreigners pour in so reliably


There
is street food, flooding and fight


As
this culture struggles toward the light


A
nation was born to enchantress Sri Lanka


 


But
it’s turning against its ancient mother


With
a spell completely of its very own


Foreigners
came, saw and conquered


Foreigners
come, see, photograph and flee


Back
then cultures were enriched, mostly


And
traditions were stubbornly defended


Nowadays
culture is fake, revived ghostly


And
modernity’s damage has to be mended


A
problem was born to this enchantress island


 


Serendib,
Rathnadeepa – Island of the Gems


Thambapani,
Taprobane – Copper Shores


Zeloan,
Zeilan – preferably Seyllan, Ceilon


Sword,
religion and language formed Ceylon


Pendant
dangling from India’s slim earlobe


Tear
drop trembling forever on Asia’s chin


Many-named
and much-famed is our enchantress


Pearl
of the Indian Ocean smiled too enchantingly


Thus
more than a nation was born to this island













THE SEA


 


 


 


On
Monday, I looked at the sea


And
its appearance filled me with glee


It
was an aquamarine silk cloth


Softly
rippled by the mild breeze


Embroidered
with sunshine sequins


 


On
Tuesday, I looked at the sea


And
there was nothing for me to see


It
had all drawn back into itself


The
shoreline on the far horizon


Preparing
to crash back in with force


 


On
Wednesday, I looked at the sea


And
was desperately searching it for thee


It
had devoured half of the island


Destroying,
spreading tsunami terror


Washing
away animals, humans…all


 


On
Thursday, I looked at the sea


And
it stared horridly right back at me


It
was full of rotten fish belly-up


Goggle-eyed
and horror-scaled


The
ocean had a digestion problem


 


On
Friday, I looked at the sea


And
it seemed like a huge mirror to me


It
was a silver-grey even plane


Reflecting
the sun’s glare harshly


Seeming
so hard it might cut you


 


On
Saturday, I looked at the sea


And
it sparkled in a lush turquoise vividly


It
was deep and wavy and foamy


Right
out of a tourist catalogue


The
most charming sight to behold


 


On
Sunday, I looked at the sea


And
it seemed then to be at its most busy


It
was aglow with fishermen and fish


Sporting
tanned foreign swimmers


Aquarium
and swimming pool in one


 













GEOMETRY


 


 


 


Paddy-field
terraces


Full
of hidden crevices


Lush
tea-bush slopes


Where
aroma elopes


Zig-zag
and criss-cross


Hither
and tither, to and fro


You
never know what pattern will show


You
just follow the geometry’s flow


 


Palm
fronds and banana leaves


They
are also pattern thieves


A
quilt of different greens


Who
knows what it means


Zig-zag
and criss-cross


Hither
and tither, to and fro


Where
it leads to you never know


You
just follow the geometry’s flow


 


Paddy-field
terraces


Full
of hidden terrors


Tea-bush
slopes


Lush
with human hopes


Zig-zag
and criss-cross


Hither
and tither, to and fro


Giving
the land a special glow


Making
everyone follow geometry’s flow


 


This
is a land of geometry


With
a landscape full of mathematics


Mountain
ranges depict


The
knuckles on a lover’s calloused hand


Mountain
peaks cast


Shadows
in a perfect triangle’s shape


There’s
a Rock looking like the Bible


There’s
a holy mount with a footprint on the top


And
a Mount belonging to a girl named Lavinia


It’s
a landscape full of advanced mathematics


In
this land of Asian geometry


 


This
is a land of geometry


With
mathematics of its own


Bodies
look different


With
cinnamon on a lover’s chocolate skin


Women
look different


With
coconut oil and jasmine in their hair


There’s
bitter-chocolate skin and coffee one


There’s
a choice between caramel and ivory


And
blistering heat covering all with green shadows


It’s
a landscape full of complex calculations


In
this land of mysterious geometry


 


This
is a land of geometry


With
social mathematic theories


A
semi non-existent caste system


Supporting
a low-land up-country divide


A
semi non-existent political system


Igniting
a fierce Sri Lankan Tamil friction


There’s
peaceful co-existence of religions


There’s
stubborn maintenance of traditions


And
a common multi-colonial history’s impact


There’s
a society full of arithmetic riddles


In
this land of un-geometric geometry













SERENDIB’S SERENADE


 


 


 


Lull
me to sleep


With
whispering breezes carrying the sultry salty tang of the ocean


Rock
me to sleep


With
gently lapping waves that weave a mesh of mermaid dreams


Sing
me to sleep


With
the dull rushing roar inside seashells like the beat of a heart


Soothe
me to sleep


With
the golden glow of the moon mirrored on the silky sea surface


 


Lull
me to sleep


With
a proud peacock’s plaintive cry and a dove’s cautious cooing


Rock
me to sleep


With
the breeze stirring palm fronds, the thunk of a fallen coconut


Sing
me to sleep


With
the curious chattering of a parrot and the chirp of a squirrel


Soothe
me to sleep


With
the plaintive moo of a cow as the monkeys are silent at last


 


Lull
me to sleep


With
the scent of plumeria mingling with the fragrant night jasmine


Rock
me to sleep


On
a rattan chair, a woven mat, a lumpy mattress, a soft hotel bed


Sing
me to sleep


While
the bats gobble fruits and mangoes ripen to juicy promises


Soothe
me to sleep


With
the lingering smell of curries and the hope for steamy milk rice


 


Lull
me to sleep


Shrouded
in fog so thick that magic enters the hazy realm of dreams


Rock
me to sleep


Where
the nose discerns Ceylon tea or stealthy cinnamon seduction


Sing
me to sleep


So
I may rise to the rhythmic chanting of monks and a distant drum


Soothe
me to sleep


On
an island once called Serendib where you awaken to serendipity


 













MYSTERIOUS MAIDENS


 


 


 


In
a rock unprepossessing at first glance


Can
be found a cavernous world of its own


Too
glorious to be mere happenstance


You’ll
find a kingdom painted on stone


 


As
soon as your eyes adjust to the gloom


They
will widen in delighted surprise


For
adorning the rock walls there loom


Enchanting
ancient murals in life size


 


A
large group of women, clusters of bodies


One
more beautiful than the other to behold


Every
man’s dream this wall picture embodies


In
fiery reds, orange, warm ochre and gold


 


Beautiful
beings


Curvaceous
creatures


Luscious
lovers


Mysterious
maidens


 


Figures
forever portrayed on silent solid rock


Seemingly
going about their own business


Their
inviting secretive smiles ever mock


The
centuries old paints still show crispness


 


Voluptuous
bodies like moulded out of clay


Ornate
head gear yet the upper bodies bare


Spectators
can hardly keep desire at bay


Of
their timeless beauty so acutely aware


 


For
years and years scientists have wondered


What
marvellous ladies does this fresco depict?


Is
it mere imagination of a mind that wandered?


Or
of a splendid lavish past a truthful relict?


 


Alluring
angels


Flirtatious
fairies


Gorgeous
geishas


Mysterious
maidens


 


Firm
round breasts like king coconuts gleam


Glittering
jewellery surrounds fair delicate faces


A
sight that conjures up sighs, out of a dream


Of
arrogance and innocence you find traces


 


Offering
flowers or the fruits of temptation


Are
these royal concubines enjoying a rest?


A
vision so extraordinary it begs veneration


Their
haughty tenderness a scientific quest


 


Are
these wives or slaves, humans or even gods?


Who
were the genius creators of this mirage?


Tourists
and locals alike flock there in hordes


To
behold this miracle set on a natural stage


 


Celestial
charmers


Dazzling
dames


Sensual
sirens


Mysterious
maidens


 


 


 


*The
author is referring to the Sigiriya frescoes.













RETURN HOME


 


 


 


It’s
so familiar, well remembered


The
clanging of the latch


The
screeching of the iron gate


The
crunching of the gravel path


Your
body still recalls the actions


Of
standing on tip-toes


Of
slightly lifting while pushing open


Of
stepping around mounds of dog shit


While
approaching the house


 


 It’s
so familiar, well remembered


The
fading yellow paint


The
steep slanting red-tiled roof


The
white iron-grilled cloudy windows


Your
eyes still recall the sight


Of
paint blistering in the heat


Of
crows perching on the gutters


Of
creepers wound around window bars


While
approaching the house


 


It’s
unfamiliar, yet expected


The
darkness within


The
emptiness inside rooms


The
quietness of a former family home


You
can’t conjure up now


Sunshine
filtering through the roof


Furniture
crammed with belongings


A
cacophony of voices and life sounds


While
walking through the house


 


It’s
unfamiliar, yet expected


The
dust on the photographs


The
secret animal life in the kitchen


The
mouldy smell clinging to the walls


You
can’t conjure up now


A
busily cleaning servant girl


A
mother cooking fragrantly spicy meals


A
story-telling father and a loyal mongrel dog


While
walking through the house


 


From
the outside it’s still the same


Blazing
heat and chattering birds


A
sturdy house with a flower garden


But
now you’re not used to heat and noise


And
the weeds have claimed the territory


 


At
first glance it’s still the same


The
wicker and jack-wood furniture


The
fans, flower vases and Buddha statue


But
mildew and insects have settled in


And
the things are now nobody’s belongings


 


The
gate is rustier than ever, its clanging shrill


The
building is bloated and windows are vacant


The
rooms are long unoccupied by dear humans


The
father vanished in the midst of a raging war


The
mother has died from loneliness and old age


The
Tamil servant girl returned to the North


The
adopted stray dog resides in animal heaven


 


You
left for abroad as a young idealist back then


And
life here went on in its very own fashion


Without
you things moved on at another pace


At
this place at once familiar and unfamiliar


Bad
idea to have come back finally, too late


For
a last look, a renewing of dusty memories


The
fondly remembered situation has changed


And
so you end up asking yourself sadly


If
it’s really a Return Home or merely a Return













MONSOON HAPPENS


 


 


 


Drip
drip drip…


Water
seeps in


Trickles
down


Leaks
back out


Drip
drip drip…


Water
leaps in


Creeps
through


Drops
further down


Drip
drip drip…


 


From
one second to the other


The
clouds’ jaws open in unison


And
the sky vomits rain


There’s
a hole in the sky bucket


And
the result is heavy rain


The
heavenly shower was turned on


And
you’re washed by rain


Monsoon
happens


From
one second to the other


 


Drip
drip drip…


Water
rushes in


Pools
around you


Is
wiped back out


Drip
drip drip…


Water
gushes in


Soaks
everything


Escapes
back out


Drip
drip drip…


 


From
one second to the other


The
sky starts to weep uncontrollably


And
we mourn the rain


The
clouds all sob continuously


And
the sun turns to rain


The
storm joins in on the crying session


And
wind thrashes the rain


Monsoon
happens


From
one second to the other


 


Drip
drip drip…


Water
sloshes in


Drenches
everything


Dribbles
further down


Drip
drip drip…


Water
splashes in


Bathes
everybody


Flows
back out


Drip
drip drip…


 


From
one second to the other


Holes
in roof and ceiling are discovered


When
they let in the rain


Tarpaulins
are drawn over three-wheelers


But
don’t keep out the rain


Umbrellas
are opened, sarees are lifted


No
help at all against the rain


Monsoon
happens


From
one second to the other


 


Drip
drip drip…













IN THE AFTERNOON


 


 


 


Lying
spread-eagled flat on your back


On
a scratchy coconut-fibre-mattress bed


Naked
but for a film of afternoon sweat


Desperate
to catch some of the wafting air


Which
the ceiling fan releases only fitfully


Rotating
squeakily in the overall dampness


Beads
of perspiration adorn you like jewels


A
treacle-like trickle over slippery skin


A
single drop crawling over cheek and chin


Dripping
slowly down into our cleavage


Like
the moist tongue-tip of a tender lover


Idly
your mind wanders and then wonders


Whether
to have the third shower of the day


But
getting up is too much of an effort


When
the afternoon heat invites sluggishness


You
catch a sweat pearl with your tongue


Taste
saltiness and think of the vast ocean


Longing
for a soothing sea breeze to build up


To
make the half dried-up palm fronds


Click
and rasp against slender coconut trunks


To
bring with it the typical afternoon smells


Of
sweet frangipani flowers and arid earth


To
flutter the curtains and enter the room


By
squeezing past the iron window grills


To
do what the languid fan can’t anymore


And
rip into the fabric of sultry inside air


To
scatter the heat and ruffle your hair


Creating
a delicious illusion of coolness


By
refreshing you in your half slumber


But
no, you’re too far from the sea here


To
profit from its blissful tangy breeze


So
there’s no escaping the afternoon heat


Even
life outside seems to be inert now


Leaves
drooping listlessly from dry stems


Crows
screeching in protest up at the sky


Infinitely
blue and mercilessly cloudless


No
ever-curious squirrels scurry about


In
search of fruit and rice grains offered


The
mangy stray dogs all lull in the shade


Without
their usual barking symphony


And
the streets are devoid of any humans


Lucky
those in air-conditioned offices


And
lazy tourists lounging by the poolside


Sipping
ice-cold bitter-sweet lime juice


Unlucky
those trapped in oven-like houses


With
non-insulated baked-tiles roofs


Languishing
on bed sheets soaked in sweat


Clinging
to the body like a salty second skin


You
lie there with sticky eye-lids blinking


And
will time to tick forth a little faster


To
skip right from post-lunchtime to the


Somewhat
cooler period of pre-dinnertime


When
dusk and sunset promise less heat


And
the shower becomes a real possibility


For
the scorching sun will eventually retire


But
now you’re still trapped inside heat’s net


In
the afternoon of a tropical island far away













GOSSIP


 


 


 


Have
you heard, have you heard?


Bluntly,
stumbling over each word


What-what?
Tell me, please tell me!


Breathless,
bending forward eagerly


You
won’t believe what I’ve found out!


Boisterous,
in a voice twice as loud


Hurry,
hurry, I can’t wait to hear it.


Beseechingly,
in a real curiosity fit


Bodies
lean close, heads tilt even closer


Stories
unfold, rumour machine’s ferocious


 


The
malu-man’s fish stinks to heaven


But
gossip’s stench seems even worse


It
reeks of fresh and old blood and the sea


But
the rumour’s smell penetrates it all


The
fisherman’s wife has knit a net of tales


And
a scandalous fish escaped the web


 


Isn’t
it bad, say, isn’t it terribly bad?


Boldly,
implying the other person’s mad


Yes-yes,
of course, you’re oh-so right!


Blankly,
distracted by a daring sight


I
always knew, told you from the start!


Belligerently,
piercing the confidant’s heart


We
all thought so, it was to be expected.


Believing,
search for truth is neglected


Tongues
click in disgust, brows rise to the sky


Rumours
are working though no-one knows why


 


The
elavalu-man’s vegetables are wrinkled


But
the well of gossip will never dry up


He’s
tipping the scale in his favour only


Just
like gossipers manipulate as they will


The
vendor’s daughter has sowed vegetables


And
with them has been reaped a tragic tale


 


Gossip
leaps from tongue to tongue


Like
a hungry stray dog hunting


Equally
immersed in filth


 


Gossip
creeps from house to house


Like
a greedy fat crow menacing


Equally
egoistic in its nature


 


Gossip
sprints from person to person


Like
the dangerous dengue disease


Equally
devastating its results













JOURNEY


 


 


 


Foot
on accelerator – head knocking against roof


Shake
to the left – elbow jamming into door


Thrust
to the right – knee jutting against gear


Foot
on breaks – head crashing into seat


All
neck muscles straining


All
back muscles paining


Would
you consider complaining?


 


Bends
like jutting elbows


Rocks
like jammed knees


Narrow
hair-pin passages gone astray


Hair-pin
removing jolts on the way


Passengers
openly swearing


Car
and body need repairing


Would
you come close to despairing?


 


Pot
holes with bits of road in between


Bumped
and dumped into ditches


Thoroughly
shaken and stirred


Whipped
up limbs reassembling


While
the car continues scrambling


Up
a mountain and down a hill


Two
paces forward, one lapse back


 


It’s
a journey full of aches and pains


But
a reward awaits the daring traveller


It’s
a relief from all ills and burdens


When
the destination is reached at last


A
sigh of contentment, a breath of fresh air


A
sight for sore eyes, a treat for your ears


When
you eventually behold this miracle


 


Endless
fertile plains – greener than green


Rolling
hills and soaring mountain ranges


Paddy
field terraces – natural symmetry


Singing
birds, mooing cows, a dog or two


Fruitful
labour – hands harvesting crops


A
lonesome hut with a self-fulfilling life


Oh,
how you indeed behold this miracle!


 


Gazing
up high – birds flying colourfully by


A
glance to the left – a farmer in the fields


A
glimpse to the right – elephants stomp along


Staring
out ahead – a scenery so worthwhile


You
rub your back and you rub your eyes


What
a torture endured, what a view enjoyed


Would
you not embark on this journey again?













SHARPEN YOUR SENSES


 


 


 


Hear
the crows screeching from the palm-tree top


Hindi
songs blaring from the nearby all-round shop


Hear
the scuttling of curious squirrels in the trees


The
singing of birds and also the humming of bees


Hear
the honking of trishaws, of busses and cars


Stray
dogs barking and howling at moon and stars


Hear
the street vendors selling their products loudly


Buddhist
temple loudspeakers preaching proudly


Hear
the crashing of the waves and the pelting rain


The
terrorist bombs exploding on the evening train


 


Sharpen
your senses and listen to your country


 


See
the sun burn down on beggars and mansions alike


The
hungry workers claim the busy streets in a strike


See
the tranquil beauty of a beach scenery down south


Exotic
vegetables and ripe fruits watering the mouth


See
the famished cow lying in the middle of the road


Sweating
soldiers carrying their heavy weapons load


See
the ruins of ancient cultures and their sacred sites


Four
different religions practicing their religious rites


See
rocky mountains, mangroves and luscious planes


Billowing
exhaust fumes next to overflowing drains


 


Sharpen
your senses and look at your country


 


Smell
the salt and tang of the once tsunami-bearing sea


The
superiority of those going abroad with a degree


Smell
the fragrance of flowers only blooming at night


The
bloody sweat and crazy ardour of terrorist fight


Smell
camphor in sarees and coconut oil in long hair


Precious
teak and mahogany notes carried in the air


Smell
the reeking of burning garbage on the street


Exhaust
fumes and flies settling on street-sold meat


Smell
incense and oil lamps at a temple and at home


Perfumes
of exotic plants that in this country roam


 


Sharpen
your senses and smell your country


 


Taste
the richness of a fruit plucked right from the tree


Indulge
in a myriad of aromas of famous Ceylon tea


Taste
hot curries prepared in clay pots as cookware


Asian
cuisine enjoyed in this neatest tropical flair


Taste
appetizing food with a zillion of ground spices


Discover
your taste buds left to their own devices


Taste
various seafood daily caught in the Indian Ocean


The
bitter-sweetness of an Asian mother’s devotion


Taste
roasted spicy snacks and most delicious sweets


Truly
Asian flavours in anything sold on the streets


 


Sharpen
your senses and taste your country


 


Feel
the gentle breeze contrast with the heat-waves


The
sheer horror of witnessing unearthed mass graves


Feel
the leathery skin of richly decorated elephants


The
misery of a thousand poor hard-working peasants


Feel
the sand and the mud beneath your bare soles


The
utter despair in the war victims ravaged souls


Feel
the joy and reverence in religious processions


The
falseness in so many recent political confessions


Feel
the pride to belong to the Sri Lankan Nation


Longing
for a better future of the young generation


 


Sharpen
your senses and feel your country













PLEASE, SIR


 


 


 


Sir,
you have money for me?


A
pleading voice falteringly asks


Begging
in one-sentenced English


Taught
by the teenage food vendor


Who
watches her from across the road


And
often needs to use the same plea


 


Sir,
aney, please, sir?


An
outstretched hand added to the voice


Dusty
calloused bony little fingers


With
mud-caked blood-caked nails


Attached
to an even bonier dark arm


Belonging
to an emaciated child’s body


With
a face hollow, dirty and still so young


 


Sir,
one rupee, sir?


The
puffy reddish-white face turns to her


From
high up above and so far away


She
starts her litany in Sinhala words


Rapidly
a life story unfolds, incomprehensible


Of
a fate so tragic that it’s never believed


 


Sir,
my mother died from starvation


Evoking
with truthfully tearful eyes


A
haggard skinny woman in stinky rags


Who
looked more than twice her age


Who
loved her unwanted daughter


But
couldn’t provide for her at all


 


Sir,
my father died from an accident


Telling
of a weary poor old toddy tapper


Who
fell from the palm tree one day


Who
didn’t love his unwanted daughter


Beating
his useless wife every night


Because
the money was never enough


 


Sir,
my brother was sent to prison


Remembering
with longing and terror


The
elder boy giving the finishing stroke


Who
started stealing to fill her stomach


Who
never considered her unwanted


Yet
ruined both of their young lives


 


Sir,
I’m all alone, hungry, thirsty, sick


Concluding
the tragedy depicting her life


Looking
up with big black blank eyes


Stretching
her small hand a little further


Silently
admiring the mysterious tourist


Her
life depending on his doubtful mercy


 


Aney,
please…


The
little girl is out of words to plead


And
the foreigner out of time to spare


Impatiently
he waves her plight aside


Another
fly to swat away carelessly


Another
nuisance to spoil his holiday


 


Sir!


But
he’s already half out of sight now


Cursing
the government hypocritically


For
not eliminating the beggar problem


Off
to his splendidly cool 5-star Hotel room


Ignoring
his guilty conscience stubbornly


 


No
more desperate words from the girl


Defeat
doesn’t come easily though known


Maybe
she will be luckier next time…













SRI LANKA


 


 


 


Silk
sarees, wrinkled sarongs, and crisp school uniforms


Raucous
laughter, betel chewing, home-brewed toddy


Indian
movies, Korean daily soaps, and immortal singers


 


Luscious
paddy fields, sturdy buffaloes, stately elephants


And
let’s not forget the elusive Sri Lankan leopard’s lure


Neatly
swept temple grounds, ramshackle railway-side huts


Kicking
off cricket matches in sweltering heat, pouring rain


And
munching devilishly spicy snacks while discussing politics


 


Sizzling
seafood, crimson chili, more bananas than imaginable


Rivers
snaking through mountains, waterfalls like hidden gems


Island-wide
celebrations where neighbours offer oily sweets


 


Lightning
strikes, power outages, nevertheless toothy smiles


And
always a readiness to share what little one may have


Natural
splendour, heritage sites, ruins with stories to tell


Kings
never forgotten, horns never silent in traffic from hell


Afternoons
full of afterthoughts, washed down with black tea













RAIN SONG


 


 


 


A
distant din, drawing defiantly nearer


Like
a wetly whispered warning roar


Then
the discordant, disrupting drumming of drops


Hammering
on tin roofs and hard-baked earth


The
deluge destroys the calm, uncaring, indiscriminating


Clamouring,
crashing through, courting calamity


Heaven
has unleashed a many-headed beast


A
monster’s saliva greedily dripping down, down


A
hundred hungry tongues, licking, lapping, lashing


The
beast’s hoofs beat the ground, stir up trouble and mud


Its
breath a whooshing wind, whipping trees into new shapes


Palm
fronds bending to its will, glistening green


As
the ravenous rain hurtles down at a rakish angle


To
twist here, to toss there, to splatter everywhere


Cacophony
of monsoon, chaos, cursed blessing


The
soil slips and slides to obey the water’s orders


A
mad scramble for shelter while some dance in the rain


The
rain thrashes like a bird set free, flapping sodden wings


Until
it plunges to its own death with a flash of lightning


As
the staccato softens to a symphony


Of
after-rain sloshing and animal cries













IT’S A HARD LIFE


 


 


 


One
meagre rice-and-lentils meal a day


Doesn’t
keep the great hunger away


It
just helps keep development at bay


 


Bread,
coconut and milk-powder prices rise


Nobody
listens to all the pleas and the cries


Everyone’s
faith in justice thus steadily dies


 


A
bucket of water a day’s not enough


To
wash away sweat on skin so rough


Getting
and staying clean is now tough


 


There’s
cheating for school admissions


And
university strikes hamper ambitions


Is
there any sense in educational visions?


 


Police
check-points every hundred metres


A
sure sign that the peace process teeters


While
people pay a fortune for petrol litres


 


Bomb
blasts and war atrocities daily shock


To
foreign countries the elite hence flock


While
politicians herd their money stock


 


Children
are abducted and lives are lost


It’s
always the innocent who pay the cost


In
the terrorists’ heart there’s eternal frost


 


You
beg, you steal, you commit a crime


To
bring your family an additional dime


Choking
on the government talk’s slime


 


People
live in a paradise that feels like hell


Are
ever scared of a police officer’s yell


Oh,
put an end to war’s and injustice’s spell


Don’t
let a nation drink from misery’s well


Make
this once more a place to happily dwell













NAMO NAMO MATHA


 


 


 


Mother
Lanka - we salute thee,


But
the salute is lately only military


Plenteous
in prosperity, thou,


Plenty
also the terror that seems to grow


Beauteous
in grace and love,


Find
everything that you’re dreaming of


Laden
with corn and luscious fruit


Meals
nutritious and tasty, like they should


And
fragrant flowers of radiant hue,


Of
the war’s horrors nature gives us no clue


Giver
of life and all good things,


And
of all the struggles human life brings


Our
land of joy and victory,


It
still maintains some kind of colonial glory


Receive
our grateful praise sublime,


For
our country seems to be in its prime


Lanka,
we worship thee.


 


Thou
gavest us knowledge and truth,


But
forgotten is the barely functioning truce


Thou
art our strength and inward faith,


Ruined
is our children’s once promising fate


Our
light, divine and sentient being,


Living
in paradise is such a marvellous thing


Breath
of life and liberation,


Four
different religions in perfect integration


Grant
us, bondage free, inspiration,


For
a brighter future people turn to emigration


Inspire
us forever,


Peace,
we’ll find it not sooner, not later, never


In
wisdom and strength renewed,


The
charms of Asian beauty can be viewed


Ill-will,
hatred, strife all ended,


But
these days they are stubbornly defended


In
love enfolded, a mighty nation


Prepares
with bomb blasts its own cremation


Marching
onward, all as one,


Many
a good deed is admittedly still done


Lead
us, Mother, to fullest freedom,


Hopefully
fighting will one day be overcome


 


 


 


*The
lines in italic are from the English translation of the Sri Lankan national
anthem.













TRADING TRADITIONS


 


 


 


Trading
treasured traditions


For
treacherous trendy trivia


Has
become a bad habit here


In
itself almost another tradition


 


Added
to a trunk-load full of drama


Being
dramatically embedded


In
thousands of years of yearning


Embroidered
with the trash of tourists


Who
bring themselves and their own


Treason
masked as Western traditions


Enamouring
natives and locals


With
what is alien and everything but


Unalienable
– dare to say untouchable


Thus
traditions are traded in for


Trash
TV and TV trash – recycled –


Japanese
cars and Indian trishaws – remodelled –


Fashion
fads and futile attempts – ridiculous!


Tricky
things traded in for traditions


 


As
soon as the first home for elders


Replaces
the cosy home shared with elders


As
soon as the first child day-care


Replaces
the daily care for a child


As
soon as the first foreign Sri Lankan in Sri Lanka


Replaces
the typical Sri Lankan in a foreign country


You
can be certain that even here


Traditions
are traded – almost traditionally!













WHEN IT RAINS, IT
POURS


 


 


 


When
it rains, it pours


Drips
down to the floors


Drums
a staccato on the window pane


Feels
like you won’t ever get dry again


It
trickles through the gaps and the cracks


Seeps
right in, leaving conspicuous tracks


Creeps
through holes you never knew were there


Makes
worms and birds pop up everywhere


Slithers
through the garden like a snake in the mud


Tickles
the rose bushes, kisses a glistening bud


Soaks
the insatiable soil like a generous lover


Uses
a fine spray of mist to linger and hover


Bends
tender grass blades to dance to its tune


Flashes
like a startling downpour, gone too soon


Dances
on the roof top, flamenco in high heels


Invades
all locks and burst through all seals


It
drip-drops from the ceiling unnervingly


Dampens
the flowery wallpaper artistically


Leaves
splotches and patches here and there


Squeezes
in where no-one else would dare


Sloshes
in tins and overflows in the tank


Makes
everything smell earthy and dank


It
comes as a monsoon or a drizzle or a shower


Reminds
you you’re at the mercy of nature’s power


It
laps up everything with unquenchable thirst


Moistens
like a lulling blanket, a sudden outburst


Threatens
with dark clouds and thunder


Tears
the sky and the crowds asunder


Looms
on the horizon, an omen, a sign


It’s
more manifold than words can define


Smoothens
cracked surfaces with a polishing shine


Covers
every object in a natural glitter so fine


Adorns
the lawn with pearls and droplets so round


Lingers
in the background, a reminder, a sound


Gushes
in the gutter, runs down the drain


Makes
all attempts at drying be in vain


It
claims the roads in a cascading stream


Carries
power much bigger than it may seem


Runs
in rivulets down wood, metal, and glass


Makes
people seek shelter helter-skelter en masse


Ruffles
feathers, waters plants, ploughs the field


A
force to be reckoned with, it makes you yield


Flows
gracefully whichever way it wants


Sometimes
it flirts, sometimes it flaunts


Taunts
in torrents you can’t escape


Caresses
umbrella, raincoat and cape


It
drenches the rich and the poor in equal measure


Comes
and goes now and then at its own leisure


It’s
sometimes a burden, sometimes pleasure


A
curse to some, while to others a treasure


It
bathes and cleanses, nurtures and nourishes


Daunts
with deluges until everything flourishes


Makes
you fall in and out of love, and go insane


The
pouring rain, the pouring rain













MULTI-FACED LANKA


 


 


 


Like
a goddess with more than one head and several arms


Multi-faced
Lanka is a land of many characters and charms


 


Kandy,
the pensive queen, on her misty mountain throne


Keeps
a benevolent eye on the lake and sacred tooth relic


Reluctantly
tempting, an ancient city where secrets lie buried


 


Colombo,
a boisterous youth dressed in the latest fashion


Bedazzles
with glittering towers, surprisingly out-going


A
noisy mirror-and-smokes illusion where worlds collide


 


Galle,
the charming bride waving coyly from the south


Hails
with heritage, caught in her own private dreams


Of
the beaches and parties her unmarried cousins enjoy


 


Jaffna,
a wizened widow proud of her scars and her stamina


Casts
her eye longingly on India yet remains, loyal to a fault


A
beacon of hope, an educational hub, always out of reach


 


Nuwara
Eliya, the eccentric brother who’s worked abroad


With
English cottages, tea plantations and morning frost


An
ambassador, a diplomat where two ethnicities blend


 


Trincomalee,
playfully pretty daughter coming into her own


Where
surfing meets brightly coloured shalwars and spices


And
new beginnings can almost be tasted among touristy tips


 













ANIMALISM


 


 


 


A
dozen kinds of ants


Crawl
into your pants


One
kind of roaches


Causes
you reproaches


A
myriad of mosquitoes


Leave
you in itchy throes


Spiders
that jump and bite


Fear
them with all your might


More
than enough creepy crawlies


Good
fodder for horror stories


 


In
a temple you find elephants


And
worship them with folded hands


Elephants
in their own orphanages


Even
the wild ones not in cages


Tree
trunks carried in elephant trunks


Majestic
beasts swaying like drunks


Tusker
decorated in green, red and gold


The
mystery of elephants is centuries old


Elephants
labouring, does it look wrong?


Grand
animals, intelligent and strong


 


A
dozen kinds of ants


A
weariness it grants


One
kind of roaches


How
terribly it encroaches


A
myriad of mosquitoes


Makes
you wriggle your toes


Spiders
that jump and bite


Long-legged,
hairy, a fright


More
than enough creepy crawlies


That
will leave you full of worries


 


In
some lagoons you find reptiles


That
rise and hunt with the tides


Ancient
dinosaur-like creatures


With
defiantly enormous features


Yes,
crocodiles can here be found


Their
tails can knock you to the ground


A
monitor lizard in the back garden


Sluggish
and old but knowing no pardon


Antique
giant turtles at coasts as well


Leave
you under nature’s wild spell


 


Ants
and roaches, mosquitoes and spiders


Meet
the lion-tamers and elephant-riders


Creepy
crawlies turn into a constant plague


Perception
of wilderness is never left vague


This
is a country with its own animalism


And
animal magnetism













WAR


 


 


 


When
limbs are torn from bodies like papers from a pad


And
the smell of rotten corpses makes everyone go mad


Revenge
is taken with an eye for an eye, a mum for a dad


 


When
bodies are torn apart and lives are torn asunder


Atrocities
of the most horrible kind kill any sense of wonder


Ravens
feed on the dead, among dark clouds and thunder


 


When
a whole island shakes under the force of explosions


A
nation’s heart is smashed into tiny bullet-sized portions


Roaring
military planes mess with people’s minds, emotions


 


When
howling sirens and thundering gunfire always resound


Any
kind of solace, even in music, is so hard to be found


Rhapsodies
are now bloody, no longer just bohemian sound


 


When
school buildings are in ruins and futures are at stake


And
sleepless people at daytime into a new nightmare awake


Raising
a child without hope makes a mother’s heart quake


 


When
the war of child soldiers and suicide bombers consists


And
little to no hope for some peaceful solution exists


Reaping
mass karma of the unwholesome kind persists


 


When
foreigners leave the country and the UN seeks flight


A
lost nation has to stand up as one and fight a lonely fight


Ravaged
by war, the country is a terrible, sadly familiar sight













BE WHO YOU ARE


 


 


 


Like
a tree


That
faces the sun and braces the wind, too


Bending
and swaying without snapping in two


Be
determined but not unrelenting in whatever you do


 


Like
a flower that offers its scent voluntarily to all


Ever
so delicate yet colourful and standing tall


Be
generous, but don’t sacrifice yourself


 


Like
the rain


That
pours from the sky like a blessing in disguise


To
cleanse, nurture virtue and wash away vice


Be
wise in your dealings with the good and the bad


 


Like
the moon


That
lights up the night with a calming glow


To
chase away nightmares and make dreams grow


Be
self-contained, but contribute to the greater good


 


Like
the lotus


That
rises proudly above the filthy mud


And
unfolds to glory a pure, sacred bud


Be
aware of your surroundings but untainted by them


 


Like
a mountain


That
cares not for conquerors of its peak


And
rises above the rest without crushing the weak


Be
confident, but don’t have confidence in all


 


Like
a bird


That
sings with abandon and spreads its wings to explore


Knowing
when to glide, to rest, to plummet and to soar


Be
mindful of your goals and how to reach them


 


Like
a cloud


That
wanders the heavens in all shapes and sizes


To
store water and bring shade when the heat rises


Be
receptive and flexible to whatever life brings


 


Like
a fish


That
knows its rightful place is deep down


To
rule evolution soundlessly, without a crown


Be
true to your nature, but swim with the current


 


Like
a stone


That
some see as precious and some as dirt


Minding
its own business and knowing its worth


Be
who you are, whatever others may say













MOTHERS


 


 


 


Masters
of all trades


Offerers
of solace


Thinkers
of deep thoughts


Healers
of deep wounds


Earners
of non-given rewards


Receivers
of reproach


Savers
of lives


 


Makers
of a living


Openers
of eyes


Teachers
of survival skills


Helpers
in need of help


Empresses
of the household


Riders
of the storm


Soothsayers
par excellence


 


Mentors
of future mothers


Organizers
of chores


Tutors
of good manners


Holders
of hands


Enders
of wars


Rulers
of snacks


Silencers
of doubts


 


Managers
of everything


Oracles
of truths


Tamers
of lions


Heroines
without names


Explainers
of mysteries


Raisers
of nations


Sufferers
in silence


 


Like
Mother Lanka


The
amma who gives athma vishvasaya


And
receives nothing in return


A
bearer of burdens


A
light in the dark


 


 


 


*The
words in italic are Sinhalese for “mother” and “self-confidence”


 













IT’S TIME


 


 


 


It’s
time, the stars will realign


Please
stay strong, you’re going to be fine


Don’t
doubt yourself, don’t wait for a sign


It’s
now, claim this moment, oh Lanka mine


 


It’s
time, take a leap of faith


To
sink the ship you need to bite the bait


Don’t
waver, put an end to the long wait


You’ve
been ready for so long, don’t hesitate


 


It’s
time, sound the bugle and hunt


Face
the music, jump and master the stunt


Don’t
weaken, push onwards with a grunt


Let
your light shine, refuse to be shunned


 


It’s
time, take to the stage and act


You’re
unique and invincible, it’s a fact


Take
a breath, brace yourself for impact


You’ll
receive what you willingly attract


 


It’s
time, every end is also a new start


This
is your opportunity to prove you’re smart


Aim
for the bull’s-eye when you throw your dart


You
hold the reins, don’t let them pull your cart


 


It’s
time, I can sense change in the air


Your
chance will come, use it fair and square


Struggle
on, even if you’re a little worse for wear


It’s
an endless circle, there’s hope everywhere


 


It’s
time, the wheel of fortune turns


Shine
brighter, feed the flame that burns


Listen
to your heart as it dreams and yearns


Keep
your mind alert as it longs and learns


 


It’s
time, carpe diem, seize the day


You’ll
pull through in the end, come what may


Walk
on with courage, and find your own way


Let
the wind of change blow and carry you away


 


It’s
time, things will never be the same


Play
your hand, don’t give up on winning the game


Leave
behind all the sorrow, guilt, fear and shame


This
is your destiny to tame and your life to claim













LION’S LAND


 


 


 


Mighty
roars and grand gestures


They
count in this lion’s land


The
power of a few that you can’t sue


Strict
hierarchies and a prideful pride


Of
elitists and larger-than-life families


Harsh
decisions and indigenous remedies


 


A
Lion’s Rock and roaming elephants


They
symbolize this lion’s land


A
country of beauty yet not bounty


Verdant
forests, crashing waves, a peacock call


Sand
underfoot, an ancient temple, a waterfall


Where
predators lurk and loom, ever vigilant


 


A
multi-coloured flag, a sword clutched in paws


They
incite the people of this lion’s land


Where
wild beasts roam in human form


Regal
ruins, religious grandeur, blunt claws


The
mighty king of the animals has retired from the war


Until
such time as a striped hunter strikes once more


 


 


 


*The
title alludes to the fact that the word “sinha” in Sinhalese means “lion”.
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