	The Hallfried’s Last Watch
By Thomas Patrick Shaw (aka Karl Hansen)
As will be noticed, some of the names in this poem do not match up with those found in the crew list - he may just remember them wrong.
Also, it looks as if he was not aware that 2 other crew members also survived.

	1
She was not very handsome and she was not very strong.
Her lines were not quite pleasing, for she was broad and long.
Her engines were erratic; she could barely do eight knots;
And when she ran into a storm she’d twist your very guts.
	2
When a big one plowed her under, you would swear she’d never rise;
and many a feared look I saw in the young O.S’s eyes.
But she’d surface like a hippo and shake the ocean free,
and then plow under once again, while we cursed the likes of she.

	3
She had six able officers and a crew of twenty-two;
A galley-boy and a pantry boy and a cat we called "Hei Du"*.
And masts and stays and steering chains that had seen better days,
and obsolete twin engines that ran on our prayers.
	4
O many's the time I had shivered in fright,
when with nothing around me but stygian night,
the warm pulsing throb of those motors below,
had suddenly stopped! Engineers! Make them Go!

	* "Hei Du" is Norwegian for "Hello you".

	5
Then the new day would dawn and reveal brightened skies;
There’d be laughter and jokes and the usual lies.
And Hans would cavort to the strains of some song;
and Johan would whistle like a child who’d done wrong.
And we'd chip rust or paint, or we'd splice wire-rope,
just to keep our hands busy, or to bolster our hope.
	6
And we sailed her into Portugal; and into ports of Spain.
And many a gallon of wine we drank to drown out the fearsome pain.
Many a dark-eyed bargirl caressed us and quieted our fears;
Then we’d sail out in the dead of night with the sound of their song in our ears.

	7
For this was a year of infamy; T’was nineteen forty-three;
And Norway was a prisoner of Teutonic Tyranny.
And the men out on the oceans; the cream of Noreg’s land,
were doomed to roam away from home…till free of the Hun’s harsh hand.
	8
We dared not hope for tomorrow, nor dwell too long on the past,
though many a wistful look you’d see in the eyes of the men at the mast.
Sometimes they'd unconsciously murmur, “dear God, be they not dead but well!",
and you’d know then without any telling, that each had his own private hell.

	9
And we’d rant and we’d rave at each high pounding wave,
for we knew her thin hull could so easily stave,
and if hit by a big one, she might split at the seams;
and the icy Atlantic would close on our dreams.
	10
And with constant awareness of danger on high
we would listen for drones, look for specks in the sky,
or scan the green waste for the white tell-tale "V"
that descried the black Hun hidden under the sea.

	11
O many's the time I've shivered in fright
when with nothing around me but stygian night,
I had heard the dull thud of some distant explosion,
and thought of the depths of the black icy ocean.
	12
And with brow furrowed deep in profound concentration,
the radioman listened and heard each code vibration;
for he knew on his care many lives might depend,
if he missed the right signal, it might just be the end.

	13
And the man at the helm in his own private prison,
whose nights were disturbed by the sweet blue-eyed vision
of his bride of three weeks who'd embraced him that day
on the pier at Stavanger, when our ship pulled away.
	14
"O dearest! My treasure! You're the dream of my life!"
- For such are the things a man says to his wife -
"Just six months my love, now - you know how time flies"
he could see yet the tears that had misted her eyes.

	15
Now three years had passed and no news had he heard
of his bride of three weeks, nor could he send word,
and the venom of hatred seeped into his heart,
"O Dear God! Let me kill one before I depart!"
	16
And old Captain Asvall, the kindest man I've known,
who perhaps held our destiny in his chartroom all alone,
how many times I pondered what went on behind those eyes,
now misty-grey with anguish - now icy blue and wise.

	17
The Captain and the Second had escaped from French Dakar,
and by a route most devious arrived at Gibraltar.
And many a tale he told me of his forty years at sea,
I don't think I will know again as fine a man as he.
	18
He'd look out at the convoy, invariably ahead;
the Hallfried was no leader, but always last instead.
Then he'd blow into the voice-pipe to the engineers below
and yell "for Satan! Make more steam, our speed is far too slow!"

	19
And then, with eyes atwinkle, he'd smile and say "some joke!
To get more speed in this damn tub you'd have to use pure coke!
I've never known a pile of rust that's quite as bad as this,
you'd better say your prayers my lads, if we ever get a *tin-fish!"
	20
And he was right, as I found out one cold, raw autumn day.
The wind was howling fitfully across the Biscay Bay,
as I was sitting amidships on the sheltered bunker hatch,
reading some words of wisdom before I went on watch.

	21
The scene I still see vividly, it's burned into my mind:
Konrad was streaking across the foredeck with Einar close behind.
For the spray up for'ard was wicked, in a second could soak you thru',
so you hastened to your cabin and the smell of freshly cooked brew.
	22
The steward was taking refreshments to the skipper and mate topsides,
a coal shaver passing said "morn"** as he rubbed out the sleep from his eyes.
The young cabin boy with his bucket passed me and felt for the lee,
and in my mind's eye I still see him as he emptied it into the sea.

	23
The first one hit us up for'ard and blew some of my shipmates to hell,
for the men who belonged to the deck crew all lived in the foredeck well.
All at once she began to go under; on my back I could see the grey sky,
and hear screeching of pain and of panic, for aren't we all loath to die?
	24
The deck then began to slope quickly, as I slid to the starboard side alley.
In passing I heard the loud crashing of pots and of pans in the galley.
And above this the piercing steam whistle that meant "everyone overboard!"
But this was a futile endeavor - we were now in the hands of the Lord.

	25
And many thoughts flashed thru' my mind as I fought and trashed about,
now thrown here, now thrown there, "God Christ! Would I never get out
of that alley that held me captive, would I too soon be in Hell?"
But the Gods who protected me then threw me clear to what had been the deck well.
	26
Tha Hallfried shuddered and shook then in mortal and stark agony,
as she gallantly strived and struggled against her ancient adversary.
But the contest was far too one-sided, she was already down at the bow.
O! Those blood freezing yells of confusion, I can still clearly hear them now!

	27
Then with such speed there's no telling, the green ocean came rushing in,
and the deck plates were no more beneath me, and no longer was there a din,
and a great fear clutched my whole being for my cabin mate up ahead,
Gunnar Sørensen from Narvik, O, my God! He was now surely dead!.
	28
Gunnar and, I in better days, had sailed on many ships,
we'd sailed together on tankers, dear God - how many trips?
We'd drunk cheap wine, we'd drunk fine scotch in many a foreign bar;
you might say we had something in common - me and my friend Gunnar.

	29
Then, as she started to wallow in her last violent spasm of pain,
the second one hit us amidships, where a moment before I had been,
and the fear and shock waves ran through me, I felt that this was the end,
I felt rage at both God and the Devil, on this I cannot pretend.
	30
The vortex then sought my life's air as I sank in the icy black sea;
down, down, down and down deeper, "O, dear God! Is this happening to me?"
Till my ears were near burst asunder, "O, Christ! Here I go!"
And strangely enough in that instant, I thought of Norway and snow.

	31
But Rasmus, the Dark One, the Devil of the sea
must have saved me for another day, or not have wanted me,
for suddenly above was the sun behind a cloud,
O, that wonderful air! And I laughed and cried aloud.
	32
I frantically swam to some wreckage, a raft that was blown in two,
and clambered aboard and panted, for my breath would barely come thru',
and when at last I looked about me and knew that I was alone,
the pain in my breast almost choked me - all of my shipmates were gone!

	33
O, many's the time sleep escapes me at night,
when I think of my shipmates secure and tight
in their prison of steel in the cold sea below,
never more they'll see Norway, and never more snow.
	34
I sat there filled with great sorrow as the convoy plunged on ahead,
leaving me there to stand watch on my raft above the dead.
And I thought of Gunnar's young sister, when we left she was barely thirteen,
she'd whispered: "Now Karl, look out for him, he's the worst drinker I've seen."

	35
And I thought of Jens in Glasgow, the father of Johan,
who'd wanted his son above all to be like himself, a man;
"Now Karl, you are much older" he'd said between our drinks,
"so knock some sense into him, for this kid never thinks."
	36
I'd said "now Jens, don't worry - he might be just a young kid,
but inside three days out of Glasgow I'll have him using a fid.
I'll have him splicing ten-inch rope as sure as we sit here,
why don't you change the subject, man, and order some more beer!"

	37
I'm certain you will understand just how I felt that day,
the wind now howling spitefully across the Biscay Bay.
A thousand feet below me were the finest men I'd known,
and I was the Hallfried's last watch up there on my raft alone.
	38
Surrounded by desolation and some lifebelted figures - all dead
(there's nothing that's quite as unnerving as a body without a head).
I drank from the steel flask of brandy that I'd sewn inside my lifebelt,
and as that liquor coursed through me I really don't know what I felt.

	39
At last, twenty hours later, surrounded by cold eerie night,
an allied destroyer came searching - how I yelled at that dim probing light!
Then they saw me and lowered a row boat, careful of wreckage, you see,
and in about fifteen minutes they were making a fuss over me.
	40
An officer loaded with gold braid said, "Good God, this man is froze through,
give him at once a hot rum drink, tell cook to heat up some stew!"
I accepted the drink without protest, my God, but it burned through my veins!
And somehow, two hours later, I'd forgotten my aches and my pains.

	41
And the food was still sitting forgotten, and the men who weren't sleeping were there,
trying to give me some comfort, and the chaplain was there with a prayer.
And though I was not used to praying, I lowered my cup there and then,
and murmured a word to my Maker, "look after the Hallfried's good men."
	42
And when I was landed in Glasgow, and went to the Scandia Club,
I wished I had stayed and made merry at that sleazy old Glasgow pub,
for everyone knew what had happened - by telegraph news travels fast,
and sitting there was Johan's father, and his son was still at the mast.

	43
And now, this is many years later, as I gaze at the ocean from here;
I think of the rusty old Hallfried, and her men who to me were so dear.
I think of that fateful October; I think of that explosive stench,
Yes! I still think of that tired old lady! God help me! I loved the old wench!



* tin-fish = torpedo
** 'morn = Norwegian greeting meaning "good morning"
