The Rhyme of the Ancient Mariner

Story by PA2 Judy L. Silverstein, USCGR

WASHINGTON, D.C. - While rthymes are not the lines with which Coast Guardsmen routinely
toil, penning poetry is an annual tradition. Using verse for the New Year’s mid-watch log tests
one’s creative juices - and often, one’s patience.

The deck watch officer traditionally has the dubious honor of writing the thyming log entry. Over
the years, humor has helped ease the tension of rhyming clunky terms. Many succeed in penning
poems that rally the crew around a single feat for one watch each year. Some say that’s the point.

“I think in general, traditions, seamanship and customs are what set us apart from a normal, 9-
to-5 job,” said Vice Adm. Robert Papp. “Traditions inspire us,” said Papp, who recorded a verse
for the Coast Guard Headquarters intranet to kick off this year’s Combined Federal Campaign in
hopes of inspiring others toward charitable giving.

“As the Coast Guard’s Ancient Mariner, it’s only fitting my video would contain rhyme,” he
quipped. The Ancient Mariner designation is a ceremonial title given to the officer (and enlisted
person) with the earliest recorded date of qualification as a cutterman.

Cmdr. Matt O’Grady of the British Naval Attaché’s office in Washington, D.C., acknowledges a
rich and lengthy history of maritime verse. Rather than rhyming the New Year’s mid-watch log
in his country, the British Royal Navy rings bells. O’Grady speculates both traditions might have
begun as a way to pass the time on the usually quiet first day of the year, but sees a direct link to
the popularity of verse to describe the sea.

Like many customs, its point of origin is difficult to document. There is evidence of verse with
references to the sea appearing in Chinese, Sanskrit and Middle Eastern logs.

Others believe the thyming tradition is a more recent custom. The Naval Historian’s office
researched old ship’s logs and concluded there is little evidence of the thyming log prior to the
20™ century. Yet others think it is an old maritime tradition that has been revived. Whatever the
truth may be, Papp acknowledges it’s a tradition that caught on. Recalling his days as the Officer
of the Deck on the Cutter Adak, he said writing the mid-watch log with the quartermaster was a
challenge. “The mid-watch was always in my estimation, the toughest watch anyway,” he said.

It is currently a practice undertaken by shore and afloat units in both the Navy and Coast Guard.
No doubt, all who have shouldered this responsibility recall the experience. For many years,
there have been contests to encourage extra effort. This year, the Coast Guard Cutter Tahoma
took top honors amongst entries from the Atlantic Area for an entry written while the crew of the
Seneca was aboard. The Gallatin and the Reliance were also chosen as runners up.

Gallatin’s rthyme tells the tale of their New Year’s Day, 2008 location:



The watch has begun

Moored starboard to the pier,

At D-2 north Sector Key West,

On this very quiet New Year.

In use are all the lines one through six,

by doubling them all, we have a tight fix.

OPCON and ADCON by COMLANTAREA we hear,
TACON is JTATF-SOUTH as we bring in this New Year.
Bravo twelve status we sit on the pier,

And hope we don t get recalled without having our cheer.
Force protection condition ALPHA, we 're ready to fight,
1o keep our cutter secure, this warm Florida night.
Watertight integrity is a sure bet,

Material condition yoke is definitely set.

Number five is our condidtion of readiness,

No hurricanes in the forecast increase our happiness.
Gal 1 the small boat is moored to port side.

Gal 2 its partner is safely cradled for the ride.

Our lights are shining from stem to stern,

And top to bottom they brightly burn.

Both generators are turning for power and light,

Not all services come from the pier tonight.

Telephone, sewage, fresh water too,

Furnished by our favorite Key West Public Works crew.
Other ships present, so many to see,

No way to make a rhyme with those Navies to me.
SOPA we are this big white boat,

721, we sit here and gloat.

“It’s one of many maritime traditions that bind us together as a Service,” the Ancient Mariner
said. And while rhyming nautical terms and military jargon can be a daunting task, it may be a
job that bodes well for one’s future. Along with Vice Admiral Papp, the Commandant tried his
hand in writing a verse. In 1973, Ens. Thad W. Allen, then assigned to the Cutter Androscoggin,
took first place for his mid-watch log entry in the Navy Times contest.



