5 May 09
Update #17
Aloha Family and Friends,


Wow – it has been a busy couple of weeks.  As you might be able to tell from the pictures posted recently, we transited the Suez Canal northbound and southbound.  It is not something a ship from the west coast does very often because the east coast ships normally cover the Mediterranean.  However, there was a requirement for us to go through and so we did!

To give you some prospective as to what that really means, let me provide some details about Suez.  The Suez Canal is one of the great man-made wonders of the world through which goods and services travel at a brisk volume.  The canal is approximately 110 miles long and takes anywhere from 11-14 hours to transit.  The canal is roughly 200-300 yds wide in most locations which is pretty narrow; too narrow in fact to allow ships to pass each other.  The canal consists of two separate sections which join near the middle of the transit at Great Bitter Lake.  To maximize throughput, ships travel in convoys and in the two days we transited the Suez Canal, there were roughly 20 ships in each convoy.  Both the North and Southbound convoys enter the canal after midnight and meet in the Great Bitter Lake.  Most of the ships proceed to anchor in the lake for a short period of time while the two pass each other.  One of our shipmates described all the huge cargo ships filing into the lake as the dance of the elephants or like moving around in the aisle of an airplane – and that is exactly what it was.
From a ship prospective, it is like entering port for 12 hours.  When we enter and leave port, we station a special watch called the Sea and Anchor Detail which includes a significant number of additional watches as compared to normal underway operations.  The additional watches include a full Navigation team of 6 people on the bridge and another 6 shipmates in our combat information center, an 8 person anchor detail, and engineering watches expand from our normal 8 to 20 personnel.  After steering (where the rudders actually are at the stern of the ship) is manned with 5 shipmates and we have a greatly expanded bridge watch team (shift from 6 to 18 personnel).  Additionally we manned a number of topside security personnel which we normally do not station underway at sea.  If you add it all up and think about how many shipmates we have aboard, we had a significant portion of our crew on watch.  Normally underway, most crewmembers stand watch 5hours at a time and they are off watch for approximately 15 hours.  Notice I did not say they were off – just off-watch.  As you know, watch is only a small part of what we do out here and there is plenty of work to be accomplished while off watch.  Anyway, rather than the typical 5 hours on watch followed by 15 hours off watch, we stood 5 hours on and 5 hours off watch for over two straight days while transiting Suez which is a bit harder schedule to maintain.  Transiting through the canal was not an easy task but – I think if you ask any aboard, it was a great experience (once).  Hopefully this will give you some idea of our Suez Canal experience.  I recommend you ask your Sailor for some of their impressions and they might have a story or two to color the trip from their prospective.

After such a long and tiring few days working to keep our ship in deep water (very important!), we made the next day holiday routine.  It gave people a chance to get back on a normal routine and recharge their batteries briefly before we are completely back at our deployment requirements.  We ended our holiday routine with a Texas Hold-em tournament and a flight deck movie; Master and Commander.

To catch up with some specific impressive accomplishments since the last letter, we are well on our way to achieving 60 ESWS qualifiers on the deployment.  About a week ago, we had 7 shipmates work through various qualification boards and earn their ESWS qualification.  FC2 Omeara, FC2 Lynam, FC2 Gerkins, FC2 Engle, GSMFN Nguyen, BMSN Carrizales, and OS2 Beecher all earned their ESWS qualification.  We are up to 17 ESWS qualifications for the deployment and we have so many more sailors working towards completion.  We will see many more qualify over the final 2.5 months as they continue to press forward to study and gain the requisite knowledge. 

 
We always award the pins in front of our crew.  We do it because we honor the hard work of the individual and we all feel proud because ESWS and the SWO qualification for officers are unlike any other qualification in that each Sailor needs the extensive help from the rest of the crew to learn the knowledge necessary.  The awardee is proud and we stand proud knowing we assisted in their success – each successful qualification is truly a team effort.  We conclude the ceremony by giving three CHUNG-HOON cheers followed by reciting our Sailor’s Creed.  Finally, the crew all comes by to congratulate the awardee.


We awarded two Sea Warriors of the Week:  BMSN(SW) Carrizales and QMSN Fredette earned the award over the last two weeks.  Let me tell you, when we read the award each week, I thought to myself, wow – that shipmate was really hustling!  No wonder the ship is running well.

To back track briefly, I would be remiss if I did not describe one of our major responsibilities prior to the Suez transit.  As I suspect you know from the papers, many of the US ships over in Fifth Fleet are involved in anti-piracy operations.  Well, we were not as deeply involved in anti-piracy as some of the ships, but our presence alone did and still does provide security in our immediate vicinity.  Most of our time was spent providing U.S. presence and security in the Red Sea.  Our Visit, Board, Search, and Seizure team spend numerous hours in our rhibs approaching and talking to local fishing dhows.  The best way to describe it is the “Policeman on the beat” concept common in our own cities.  We spent time being visible and working to understand what is normal in the area.  Through that experience, we provided the fisherman a measure of security and our boarding teams (and to a lesser degree our whole crew) gained a better appreciation of life beyond the United States.  Many of the fishing dhows were family owned and operated and it was obvious the whole family was involved in each operation – similar in many respects to our own citizens and our entrepreneurial ambitions.  While we often feel glad and lucky to be citizens of the United States of America as we travel the world’s oceans, the basic drive for success and improvement for your family seems to be a core value which crosses national lines.

Drills and training have continued near daily – all to make sure we are ready to meet any challenge we are presented with.  We are working hard and we are tired most of the time, but that is normal – I think each of us sits back at the end of the day and says Wow – that was hard work and look what we accomplished.  That is all I can ask for.  Your crewmembers are doing well aboard and CHUNG-HOON continues to represent our nation well.


That is it for now.

IMUA E NA KOA KAI (Go Forward Sea Warriors!).  We look forward to our return.

Very Respectfully,

Mike McCartney
