
 

STORY RELEASE 

Commander, Task Force 76      
 
Tel: 0956 24-6111 ext 2810 
Fax: 0956 24-6111 ext 2265 
 
POC: LT John Perkins   RELEASE NO: #: 110-02 
 Public Affairs Officer, CPG1  Date: September 8, 2002  
 n01p@ctf76sas.navy.mil    www.ctf76.navy.mil 
 

  
III Marine Expeditionary Force heads for home on Iron Gator 

By Chief Journalist (SW/AW) Roger L. Dutcher, USS Essex public affairs 
 

ABOARD USS ESSEX AT SEA -- The crew of USS Essex (LHD 2) recently 
learned how quickly operational plans can change when Mother Nature decides to join in 
the action.  The ship was scheduled to get underway from Sasebo, Japan, on Sept. 4 to 
embark the 31st Marine Expeditionary Unit (MEU) in Okinawa, Japan, for Blue-Green 
Workups, but Typhoon Sinlaku got there first. 

After considering how the weather would impact operations, Essex Commanding 
Officer Capt. Ronald Evans addressed his crew to inform them that the trip to Okinawa 
would be delayed by a few days.   

“We had recently finished a family readiness brief in Sasebo that helped prepare 
our families for our deployment, so the crew was ready to get underway and do some 
quality training with our Marine counterparts,” Capt. Evans said. “However, the 
instability of the weather south of us forced us to hold off on that training a little bit 
longer than anticipated.” 

But, even while that decision was being made in Sasebo, to the west a related 
event was happening that would further alter the Essex schedule.  Marines of the Third 
Marine Expeditionary Force (III MEF), who had been participating in Exercise Ulchi 
Focus Lens, a combined exercise with the Republic of Korea and the U.S. Combined 
Forces Command, were stranded in Pohang, Korea, because of the effects of Typhoon 
Rusa.  

Originally, the Marines were to be transported by a high-speed vehicle (HSV), 
which would have moved 525 of their compliment on Monday, Sept. 2, taking them to 
Okinawa before returning for the rest on Sept. 6.  Col. Tim Learn, Commanding Officer 
of III MEF Headquarters Group, said the weather interrupted those plans too.  

“With Typhoon Rusa bearing down on Okinawa and then swinging back up and 
hitting the Korean Peninsula, the sea state was such that the HSV could not come in,” he 
said. “As a consequence we found ourselves in a bind.  We planned to extend leases for 
local logistic support to accommodate staying an extra couple of days.” 

The Marines thought their Korean trip was nearing its end, but just when they 
thought it was safe to head out to sea, they discovered another typhoon was en route to 
the area.   



“We had figured after another day or two the HSV would be able to come in or 
we would be able to take an aircraft,” Learn said.  “But as it turned out, there wasn’t any 
way either could make it before the next typhoon came through.” 

Capt. Andy Karakos, Commander, Amphibious Squadron 11, was told of the 
Marines’ plight and made plans with Essex to sail to Pohang to their rescue. 

“After Essex cancelled her original underway time, we received a phone call 
regarding 1,000 Marines who were stranded and needed our assistance,” Karakos said. 
“Essex had plenty of room for that number of Marines, and we were getting ready to 
embark three Landing Craft Air Cushion (LCACs).”  

The Essex crew was notified of the latest changes, and the next day everyone was 
onboard and ready to get underway.  Commodore Karakos then received news that would 
further complicate matters.  There was no space in Pohang for Essex to go pierside.  

“That immediately changed the perspective,” he said. “Since we couldn’t go 
pierside, we had to determine how we could pick up that many people.” 

Essex Operations Officer Cmdr. Wayne Chauncey quickly made the 
recommendation to reconfigure Essex by swapping the LCACs for a Landing Craft 
Utility (LCU), which can carry between 250 and 400 passengers, depending on what 
equipment they bring with them. With the LCU embarked, Essex was ready for its new 
mission.   
 Though Essex is equipped to accommodate this many Marines and more, the 
precision work and smooth transition once they were onboard required a team effort.  

“Everybody was a part of the effort,” Essex Combat Cargo Officer Chief Warrant 
Officer Sean Heichlinger said.  “Supply Department made sure the chow lines were ready 
and the stores were stocked, and Deck Department launched and recovered the LCU.  We 
had about 50 MEU Marines and 45 combat cargo Marines helping the new arrivals get 
settled in to berthing. Everybody was pitching in to help.” 

The quick response did not go unnoticed by the III MEF Marines. 
 “We are very thankful that Essex was available to get us,” Learn said. “The 
professionalism and the pride of this ship’s crew, their attitude and the way they have 
treated the Marines since we arrived has done more for Navy-Marine team integration 
than I have seen in almost 24 years.  It’s absolutely phenomenal.”  
 The Blue/Green teamwork doesn’t end when the Marines are dropped off at the 
White Beach Naval Facility in Okinawa.  It’s only the beginning. 
 “Within about 24 hours we will offload nearly 1,000 Marines and onload another 
1,200, along with 100 vehicles and 300 pieces of equipment,” Heichlinger said. “So 
we’ve got double the work to do in the same timeframe.” 
  Although the state of White Beach in the wake of the typhoon will determine the 
ease of the task that awaits the Essex crew and the embarked staff and Marines, their 
need for flexibility is not likely to subside along with the winds of Typhoon Rusa.    

 


