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At Lloyd’s, understanding and anticipating major risk 
trends has been at the heart our business for over 300 
years. Today’s risk environment, however, is changing 

and evolving more rapidly than ever before. 
Last year, as part of Lloyd’s 360 risk project, we undertook 

comprehensive research with global business leaders on the 
subject of conflict and instability with the help of some experts in 
this field. It revealed that businesses are increasingly worried by a 
range of emerging risks including home-grown terrorism and 
political instability in emerging markets. However, only one in 
three CEOs agrees that their business has a good understanding 
of the risks it faces.

As a result, Lloyd’s believes that there is benefit in society 
thinking differently about emerging risk. Beyond the need to 
understand and manage risk better, this can also lead to some less 
obvious responses. For example, business typically sees itself as 
neither part of the problem nor part of the solution in areas of 
conflict and instability, and often remains on the sidelines. 
However, a growing body of opinion now suggests that closer 
engagement – both at home and abroad – can bring a wide range 
of benefits both to the business itself and to the wider community. 

Disengagement of young people from our communities is 
one issue that requires co-operation and commitment from the 
broadest possible range of stakeholders across society.  There are 
no quick fixes to generational problems like this, but over the last 
20 years Lloyd’s has been playing its part in building bridges with 

FOREWORD: LLOYD’S

Foreword  
from Lloyd’s
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Poet in the City is a leading poetry charity dedicated to 
promoting poetry to new audiences, making new 
connections for poetry, and raising money from new sources 

to fund poetry education work, in particular the placing of poets 
in schools. Its live events have become an important feature in the 
cultural life of London, attracting capacity audiences to a variety 
of venues across the City. In particular, it has succeeded in 
reaching out to people who have never previously been interested 
in poetry by featuring a diverse and eclectic range of poetry.  

We live in an age of uncertainty, characterised by conflict 
and instability, and by pressing concerns about the future of 
humanity. Those within the Lloyd’s insurance market might talk 
about this in terms of risks and liabilities. No one knows where 
we are headed and no one seems able to provide complete 
answers. In the situation in which we find ourselves, the role of 
the poet can become much more important. He or she can 
present back to us a fractured reality, exploring our feelings and 
our values in a different way. 

It is my belief that good poetry can provide special insights 
into the way the world is. This is because it can distil complex 
ideas into simple and powerful images, can capture dilemmas and 
juxtapose different realities in a creative and uninhibited way. At 
the same time poetry usually avoids crude polemics and clichéd 

Poetry that  
really matters

young people in one area of London through the Lloyd’s 
Community Programme. Current activities range from helping 
children get to grips with literacy and numeracy, to mentoring 
college students to help them get jobs, and organising an annual 
Lloyd’s Cricket Cup for local schools. 

Communities across the UK and beyond must now also 
face up to new emerging issues such as radicalisation of vulnerable 
young people by terrorists and the trend towards gang culture 
and knife crime. To communicate about these issues effectively, 
we must begin to think in a fresh and thought-provoking way 
and partnering with Poet in the City to commission original poetry 
on these topics is part of Lloyd’s contribution to the process. As 
we take the poetry into London schools, we hope to encourage 
meaningful debate among tomorrow’s employees and leaders, 
and to inspire other organisations to engage together on today’s 
important issues.  

Richard Ward
Chief Executive
Lloyd’s 
- July 2008

INTRODUCTION: POET IN THE CITY
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interpretations of the world. It is nuanced and subtle and points 
to the complexity of the world and to the possibility of multiple 
interpretations of reality. It does not generally provide answers. 
Despite this, or perhaps because of it, when poetry does capture 
moral indignation, despair or disquietude, it can do so with great 
power. Where we see a tank commander in the desert, the poet 
sees Caesar; where we see asylum seekers, the poet sees a story of 
displacement; where we see the problem of knife crime, the poet 
sees the fear and sorrow of children. In seeking new coherence 
and cohesion, the poet can play an important part in articulating 
our common humanity, our experiences and our fears. 

In this case Lloyd’s approached 
Poet in the City early in 2008 to 
commission three contemporary poets  
to write suites of poems about conflict 
and instability. This picks up on an 
important theme in the ‘ideas leadership’ 
programme championed by Lloyd’s, 
encouraging those working in the 
insurance market to think about some of 

the challenging issues facing the world today. 
Poet in the City realised from the start that this was not 

going to be an easy assignment. The subject potentially involves 
divisive and controversial subject matter. But the charity is 
committed to demonstrating the relevance of poetry to all aspects 
of life and its power to explore even the darkest and most difficult 
terrain. The poets whose work is contained in this booklet have 
fully justified this belief by producing three very different suites 
of poems reflecting upon the way we live now. We are privileged 
to be working with three of the most acclaimed poets writing  
in English today. 

Tishani Doshi, a renowned poet and novelist, is one of 
Poet in the City’s most popular poets, whose poems combine 
elegance and power. In her suite she looks at the displacement 
and alienation of mass migration, based on her perspective as an 
Anglo-Indian poet, brought up in Mumbai in India. Tobias Hill 
is a distinguished poet and novelist, one of the leading lights of 
the new generation of British poets. In his suite he writes about 
the theme of war, drawing on his own experiences as a foreign 
correspondent. Aoife Mannix, who is carving out a great 
reputation as a poet and performer, is one of the UK’s most 
exciting new voices. In her suite she explores the difficult and 

The charity is committed to 
demonstrating the relevance 
of poetry to all aspects of  
life and its power to explore 
even the darkest terrain 

harrowing subject of knife crime which is currently affecting the 
lives of so many young people in our towns and cities. Taken 
together I think that these suites amount to an important body of 
new work, combining stunning imagery with wisdom and 
mystery. I would like to commend them to you. 

Lloyd’s is particularly keen that its arts collaborations have 
a strong element of community engagement and the intention in 
this case was always that the poetry commissions should also be 
suitable for use in schools, adding another dimension to the 
collaboration, and ensuring that the work has an impact on 
members of the younger generations.  

Poet in the City is working with its partner Learning Through 
the Arts (LTTA) to deliver a programme of poetry residencies in 
schools in Tower Hamlets and Hackney as part of the Conflict and 
Instability collaboration. LTTA is a charitable organisation specialising 
in arts placements in schools and has a particular mission to use the 
arts in an innovative way across the curriculum, to promote learning 
and to stimulate positive personal development amongst young 
people. Together the organisations are training poets to work in 
schools nationwide and are delivering schools residencies of a 
consistently high standard. 

It is not necessarily easy to 
commission poetry that works well both 
for adult and youth audiences. In this case 
the task has been made much easier by the 
fact that Aoife Mannix is also a poet who 
works extensively in schools. She is one  
of the team of poets involved in delivering 
a series of schools placements as part of 
the Conflict and Instability collaboration. Her suite in particular 
represents an important attempt to address issues of knife crime 
that are relevant to many children living in the inner city. It is great 
to know that the poetry commissions and the schools’ work are so 
closely related as part of this collaboration.   

Finally, I would like to express my warmest thanks to Axon 
Publishers and HenDi solutions for sponsoring this prestigious 
Conflict and Instability booklet. This is the fourth booklet sponsored 
by Axon as part of its ongoing support of Poet in the City. Special 
thanks should go to Axon’s directors Paul Keers and  
Ellen Brush, and to Emily Canino, for her beautiful design work. 
Thank you also to John Pulford CBE, the Chief Executive of  
the HenDi Group, thanks to whose sponsorship this booklet is 

Where we see asylum seekers, 
the poet sees a story of 

displacement; where we see 
knife crime, the poet sees the 

fear and sorrow of children

INTRODUCTION: POET IN THE CITY



being printed. Both companies have been enormously generous 
and supportive, and it has been a pleasure working with them. 
This stunning booklet, featuring fine original work, can only 
assist Poet in the City’s important work promoting poetry and 
poetry education. I believe that it contains poetry that really 
matters. I hope that you get as much pleasure as I have out of 
reading these excellent new poems about conflict and instability 
and their effect on our world. 

Graham Henderson
Chief Executive
Poet in the City 
- July 2008



Tishani Doshi

tishani doshi, born in Chennai in 
1975, is now taught and acknowledged 
worldwide. Although her vision is 
international in scope, it is her personal 
experience of the instability an urban 
immigrant faces that runs through 
these poems. An award-winning poet, 
a journalist and a dancer, Tishani’s 
collection Countries of the Body won 
the 2006 Forward Poetry Prize for 
best first collection. Her first novel, 
The Pleasure Seekers, is forthcoming 
from Bloomsbury.

Homelessness

The Dream
9pm on an Indian Railway Platform
The Immigrant’s Song
Homeland
The Art of Losing
Lament of the Urban Migrant
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The dream has always been simple:  
 A porch for the old folks 
  to sit out in summer,

a garden for vegetables, 
  children, pets, 
a picket fence to keep them in. 

The dream has always been about safety. 

So even as we sit alone  
 in our high-rise buildings 
and basement apartments

where the outside world comes 
 to sit at our windows 
  like a tattered, yellow thing,

the dream is always 
 on the horizon — 
  glittering.

Imagine then, if brick and mortar 
 were to unleash blood,

if men were intent to obliterate  
  other men,  
and build walls 
 to separate 
  our boxes from theirs.

Wouldn’t we turn our gaze beyond the hills, 
 across the boundaries,

and ask what right those people have

 to buy their girlfriends’ wedding rings, 
to covet their neighbours’ fishing rods.

 What right to anything beautiful 

just because their nights are filled  
 with different dreams  
  and different Gods? 

Conflic & Instability 17

This is the hour when rag-pickers appear
with sun-bleached hair and hollowed chests,
when vendors replenish their wooden carts,
when stray dogs steal across the railway tracks
with blood on their paws and the night 
on their backs, when televisions splutter
through cyclones and genocides,
when families in waiting rooms empty 
tiffin carriers onto newspaper squares
to fill their bellies and stare. 

After days of silence, we have arrived,
ready to travel to a place that will change us. 
We will stretch our bodies along beds 
that fold into walls, and dream our way back
to cities where mist is replaced with smoke,
and noise infiltrates our homes with the flies. 
Later, I will leave you, knotted in a ball of sleep.
But for now, I will lift up my skirt 
and squat over a tin hole in the ground. 
I will be like one of those rag-pickers –
sun-bleached, unseen. And it will feel 
as though I’m squatting over the universe,
raining down on it like a queen.  

9pm on an Indian railway platform
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Let us not speak of those days 
when coffee beans filled the morning
with hope, when our mother’s headscarves
hung like white flags on washing lines.
Let us not speak of the long arms of sky
that used to cradle us at dusk.
And the baobabs – let us not trace 
the shape of their leaves in our dreams,
or yearn for the noise of those nameless birds
that sang and died in the church’s eaves. 
Let us not speak of men, 
stolen from their beds at night.
Let us not say the word 
   disappeared.
Let us not remember the first smell of rain:
It will only make us nostalgic for childhood. 
Instead, let us speak of our lives now –
the gates and bridges and stores.
And when we break bread 
in cafes and at kitchen tables
with our new brothers,
let us not burden them with stories
of war or abandonment. 

Let us not name our old friends  
who are unravelling like fairytales 
in the forests of the dead.
Naming them will not bring them back.
Let us stay here, and wait for the future
to arrive, for grandchildren to speak
in forked tongues about the country 
we once came from. 
Tell us about it, they might ask. 
And you might consider telling them 
of the sky and the coffee beans,
the small white houses and dusty streets.
Or you might set your memory afloat
like a paper boat, aching its way home 
down a river. You might pray
that the paper whispers your stories
to the water, that the water sings it
to the trees, that the trees howl 
and howl it to the leaves.
If you keep still and do not speak,
you might hear your life fill the world
until the wind is the only word.
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What if the dead came back as bandits – 
 a whole army of them on herds of camels, 
brandishing swords and Kalashnikovs. 

What if they could reclaim our land  
 with weapons instead of words;

if they came to our roofless shelters 
 at night with water for our lips  
  and poems for the young.

Would the sun seem less cruel  
  the next morning?  
Would the grain in our bowls multiply? 

If the dead could speak,  
 would they ask for us: 
  Brother, child, wife.

Would they be able to mend  
 the rapist’s scar,  
breathe life into these corroded fields?

If they could lie down  
 on this dust-choked earth 
   to hold us,  
would they trace  
 the wooden shafts of our bones,

dismantle the fiery domes  
 of these desert nights, 

whisper, Love, sweet love, 
 it is I. I am home. 
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hunger
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By morning she has lost 
a husband, a home, a dream,
a night of her life 
that will never return. 
She tries not to think 
of what she will do, 
of what this means 
in the long history of loss.
There are tigers dying,
she is told, nuclear threats
which might eradicate 
the world.
Forests are disappearing, 
and seas are being emptied. 
She tries not to think 
of her hunger
against the magnitude of all this.
Her small hunger against 
the failure of civilizations.
She thinks, instead,
of evening,
how once again,
it will grow long and bright;
how life feels when there’s more ahead
than what’s left behind;
how eternity that seemed
so paltry just minutes ago
could become eternal once again. 
She’ll think of the moon 
rising in the cleft of the hills,
and the songs others sing.
It is the only comfort 
she allows herself:
To relinquish the things she loves
as if they were never hers. 
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When I see the houses in this city,
the electrical gates and uniformed men

employed to guard the riches of the rich,
the boats on the water,

the gilded columns and gardens,
I wonder how to describe my home

to you: the short, mud walls,
the whispering roof,

the veranda on which my whole family
used to spread sheets and sleep. 

The year I came to find work in this city,
my wife painted our house white,

so it would be brighter than the neighbours’. 
I beat her for her foolishness.

The children are hungry, I said,
the cows are old, 

the money-collector is after my blood,
and you steal like a magpie – 

half a month’s wage – to decorate
your nest like a shiny jewel?

The monsoon came early the year I left,
dripped through the thatch,

peeled paint off the walls.
The wells grew full and overflowed.

The farmers rejoiced in the fields.
My son sat with his mouth open

catching drops of water like a frog.
My wife clung to the walls and wept. 

When I fall asleep on the pavements 
of this city, I try to imagine my wife’s skin

against mine, the kohl in her eyes, 
the white walls, the whole village sky,

bearing down upon us
with all the weight of the stars.
I think of returning to that life,
but mostly I try to remember 

how the world was once.
I want to open my mouth like my son,

and swallow things whole;
feel water filling all the voids of my soul
until I am shaped back into existence. 

Lament of the  
Urban Migrant



Tobias Hill

tobias hill, born in London in 
1970, is an award-winning young 
poet whose work is rich in both voice 
and content. He explores this time 
of conflict through the vision of its 
messengers. Tobias has written four 
volumes of poetry and three novels, 
and his 1997 collection of short stories, 
Skin, won him the International PEN/
Macmillan Silver Pen Award. His 
latest collection, Nocturne in Chrome 
& Sunset Yellow, is published by Salt.

The Reporter

Star
Flight
Caesar
Closeness
Salvage
The Breaking

POEMS: TOBIAS HILL
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These places. I never see them again 
unless war brings me back. Or I see them 
in the dispatches others send. Some men

facing a row of covered bodies; or 
some men facing a burned out car 

as if that, too, were a body.

Last night we found a place to drink,  
and somehow walking home I lost 

the others first, and then myself,

and coming finally not to the street I sought  
 but to some other, unfamiliar place,  

a square, and in its dusty heart a well,

I felt myself gripped by the urge to look 
and looked into the well,

and saw no trace there of myself at all, 
but one star, oscillating in the darkness. 

A bloody time we had of getting there. The only route 

was out of Magadan, the only plane some kind of 

Antonov, smelling of soldiers and inhuman freight. All 

the old hands and faces in the back – Gellhorn, Godkin, 

Caesar, Thucydides – sharing spirits with three Kazakhs 

around a coalfire stove. I kid you not. The rest of us on 

benches, face to face, shivering in ten thousand feet of ice. 

 
The navigator was a man, at least. He sat with maps 

spread over him like weeds, following rivers none of us 

could see in that darkness but him. Where are we now? we 

asked, We smell the sea. But God will guide us, was all he 

would say: that was the best assurance we could get.

A night flight, it was, but no one can have slept. We flew 

southwest into endless darkness. Thucydides and Caesar 

diced and lost. Red lights were flashing on the dash. What 

do those mean? we asked the boy who wore a pilot’s cap and 

uniform. My friends, he said, They mean the lights have gone. 

Or that we have a problem. We can hope.

God will guide us. As if, with God, nothing could truly 

hinder us. As if nothing kept us aloft up there, but God. 

As if it hardly mattered really, either way. We being 

nothing, in the scheme of things. 

*

Star
Flight



I met him only one more time, by chance, 
in one of those tortuous shopping malls 
stocked deep and wide with the glistening spoils 
of conflicts always settled somewhere else.

I was famous myself by then – the news 
of war making news of its couriers – 
and liked the recognition that fame brings: 
my face was one of those you’d recognise

belatedly, not knowing who I was 
until you’d caught up with the sufferings 
for which I’m known. It was agreeable, 
at any rate, the feel of the eyes,

the unsuspecting audiences there. 
I had come looking for some souvenir 
of wherever the hell it was I was, 
but wandered for what seemed like many days,

and came at last to a vast shopping hall 
full of innumerable sweet nothings 
which would have served me well…and there he was. 
As large as life, or larger, being dead.

The great reporter. He was standing still 
amidst the crowd, the centre of their world, 
examining a four-way lockable 
catflap. I hailed him, and when he turned 

I found myself entirely at a loss 
for words. It was as if there was no news 
which he would not already know. We stood 
in awful silence. Finally, I said,

You look quite horrified. And he said, Yes. 
This world is full of horrifying things.

Conflic & Instability 29
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In one such place there was a girl 
out after curfew, hurrying, 
hurrying, carrying 
a bundle in her bare white arms

which when I went to help her, turned out not 
to be the child I had thought it was, 
but several bottles of champagne, stolen 
from someone who had no more need of them.

When I called out to her, she 
stopped, the way an animal would halt 

under headlights. Then seeing me 
for what I was – my harmlessness –

she burst out laughing. She would not stop long, 
but shared with me, I think out of relief, 
her salvage in the shelter of a door. 
It was a cold night. She was shivering.

I hardly felt the bottle as it passed 
between us, but we seized on the moment 
and drank to her, and to an end to war 
as if our lives depended on it; yet

I was still sober when she left me there, 
and for a long time afterwards the days 
lurched past as if the world were drunk itself, 
with nothing left worth saving. No salvage 
worth seeking. No succour. No nourishment.

We’d lie there, side by side and face to face – 
Not with each other, but each with the car, 

Its crusted belly inches above us, 
And dad saying More light, son. Hold it there…

Good man. He took pleasure in finding rust, 
I took it in his closeness. You can laugh. 

Remembering, I’m jealous of myself. 
We couldn’t have been closer if we’d kissed.

To understand the way things work, you need 
To get in under them. Now I lie here, 

Under a café table, while outside 
The gunfire comes closer and closer.

Where am I? In some state I won’t forget 
Yet where I understand nothing. More light.

Salvag‰
Closeness
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No need to break it gently. News like this 
has no need of our gentleness. The truth 
speaks for itself, and in the event that 
the truth is neither plain nor simple, then

I will report against an evening sky 
shot through with wandering stars of tracer fire. 
These things possess their own simplicity.

Better you know. 
Better you hear it first. 
Better you find it out than it finds you. 
Better you watch for signs, and are prepared. 
It pays to listen.

It pays to be heard, 
admittedly, when you are one of us. 
But there will always be these witnesses 
who want the truth to out, and who have seen 
how easily it can be lost. Besides, 
this is hardly an age for innocence, 
and if it were, would you be happy, then, 
to live in innocence again?

If it will make it easier for you 
think of me as a servant. Think of me 
as eyes that go in orbit to yourself. 
Think of me as an angel or a thing 
inanimate, an organ or machine.

Think of me kindly, as the messenger, 
deserving of your kindness most of all 
when it is hard to hear the things I tell. 
Love me, whatever news it is I bring. 

The
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The Witness

Haiku
Blind
Come Forward
Joining Up
Outside The Bakers
On The Way Home

Aoife Mannix

aoife mannix, born in Dublin but 
raised all around the world, is an award-
winning, lyrical but worldly poet 
equally at home with theatrical 
performance. A Poet in The City 
placement within a London school has 
informed her poems here, together 
with observations made from talking 
to future writers about their 
environment and their place in the 
world today. Aoife is widely published 
and has been broadcast on the BBC. 
After touring performances and 
workshops with the British Council in 
2007, she appeared in her own poetry 
and music show Growing Up an Alien.
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The policeman in his black padded jacket  
asks if I’ve seen a zombie.  
His sniffer dog eyes me suspiciously  
as the helicopter whispers overhead.   
Sirens echo to each other, 
an ambulance screeches to a halt.  
Thick black smoke paints my lungs  
with fragments of stolen cars,  
idle afternoon explosions,  
a fireball glimpsed from a garden window.  
Glass hail, Samurai swords, barbed wire. 

Now the suburbs are at war,  
the young sharpen their postcodes.  
Fear taps the streets, casual and cruel,  
recognising no one, but keeping count  
of the years unlived. A roll call of random tragedy, 
the Russian roulette of blind folded blades. 
Teenage mortality, grand theft soldiers, 
boys killing boys.

Outside the school gates,

the knife spins deep into flesh –

some education 

Haiku
Blind
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A ten year old child in a stairwell,  
the broken glass pressed into his artery, 
a river of innocence flowing across dirty bricks.

Pigeons bearing witness,  
more willing to share their feather accusations  
than the neighbours plucking their curtains.

Their silence draped over a small white coffin,  
not wishing to admit this wooden graffiti  
spells the name of a killer,  
not prepared to identify their own terror.

The thing is you need your mates.  
Late at night in the park, when you get pranked  
and your phone keeps promising revenge.  
They say they know who you are,  
where you are, which area you come from. 
The postal codes are battle lines 
so just walking across the street,  
you become a target in an unknown war.  
It doesn’t matter that you’ve done nothing,  
that they don’t recognise your address  
is cause enough to put fear into your teeth. 

And they’re kicking and they’re cursing, 
the blows bitter bruises threatening gunshots.  
You wonder what it is they hate so much,  
but you don’t have time for questions, 
not when the police don’t understand protection,  
the cold sharp metal of your own terror.  
It’s dangerous to be alone  
so you add some letters to your beef. 

Now you’re no longer a solitary wolf,  
but a pack, moving close and fast. 
Trouble howls your name. 
You haven’t asked for this,  
but friends stick by each other. 
Their blood is your blood,  
only now it’s some boy’s blood  
smeared across the street. 

The voices whispering we’ll shank you next. 
The knife is in your hand,  
but you no longer know  
if you’re the victim or the aggressor. 
Only that you’re scared. Not tough or cool,  
you never wanted to be hard in the first place.  
The blade slipping so softly into flesh,  
some twist of fate, your fatal mistake. 
Can’t they understand you’re not a killer?  
You’re fourteen and you only wanted to be safe.
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It’s a Saturday morning so sunny  
the streets beam at us  
as blossoms are swept from the gutters.  
We turn a corner into a ticker tape traffic jam,  
the policewoman on her walkie talkie  
whispering someone has fallen.

It catches in my fingers, 
this scene, for we all know  
soon there will be clutches of flowers  
clinging to a lamppost,  
and on the radio they sing  
that a boy has died. 
His throat sliced with pointless fury.

The smell of blood and baked bread  
hangs sweet in the air.  
Of course it wouldn’t make so much difference  
if it were raining, or if he hadn’t  
just celebrated his sixteenth birthday,  
but still it seems far too beautiful a day  
for a mother to hear the knock on the door  
that will wipe the sunshine from her life.

Outside 
the  
Bakers
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Every afternoon she gets this bus from school,  
sits at the back with her mates,  
singing and chatting whose kissing who,  
the secret language of text romances.  
Mostly she dismisses the boys  
with the corner of her eye, a flick of her hair.

But he gives her pause with his breath stealing smile,  
the fine velvet of his skin, the trust in his coffee eyes. 
He’s a bit older than her, maybe seventeen,  
so practically on the cusp of being a man  
that she forgets to turn away. 

She’s still considering smiling back  
when three balaclava gangsters  
bound up the stairs swinging nunchuks,  
screaming blood letters. 
They grab the coffee eyed boy from his seat,  
a rag doll flung to the floor,  
and they’re kicking and they’re punching. 

She sees a wink of steel  
and suddenly they scatter  
as the boy staggers to his knees,  
some dark shadow blooming across his stomach.  
He stares straight at her,  
the ghost of what might have been  
still haunting his lips.
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