Merchant Navy

They went to sea young
sometimes barely teens, or stayed

rolling on the sea past retirement.

Sleeping in bulky lifejackets
the pulling ocean ominous below,

anticipating U-boats stalking from void.

They left families at a plethora of postcodes,
mothers and sisters with names like
Annie and Elsie

waiting while the world roiled.

Their ships like Gale and Storm,

taunted Tawhirimatea,

while others were named in mangled Te Reo
broken in pakeha mouths:

Kartigi; Kiwitea; Arahura

but they weren't only pakeha.

They spoke another language
of ratings and abbreviations:
greaser; trimmer; wiper
named for their tasks

of getting right up amongst

the unwieldy beast of a midcentury engine.

But the 'fourth force' felt forgotten

no glory in not holding a gun, apparently —
why is military history always

about those doing the killing?

What about the mundanity of moving
cumbersome cargo and fuel

across the face of our wet planet
winning the war from the water,

unassuming?

To me it's worth the time
to comb through the curly cursive

in records documenting their service



and remember them by their names.



