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In a partnership between U.S. and France, Military 
Sealift Command’s fleet replenishment oiler USNS 
Laramie (T-AO 203) completed a refueling-at-sea 
with the French Navy’s amphibious assault ship 
LHD Dixmude (L9015) in the Atlantic Ocean, Dec. 
10. 

After returning from a deployment near West Africa, 
officials from the French Navy reached out to the 
U.S. Navy and asked if a vessel would be available 
to refuel Dixmude. Laramie was available and ready 
to respond. 

“It was a beautiful crisp sunny day for operations 
in the North Atlantic,” said Second Officer Glen J. 
Weldon, Navigation and Operations Officer, USNS 
Laramie. “It is always a pleasure to have our French 
allies alongside!”

Refueling-at-sea with U.S. allies and partners not 
only fosters relations between the two nations, but 
also increases crew proficiencies on different setups. 
Ships have different types of refueling stations, so 
performing international operations are mutually 
beneficial to training crews. 

“The refueling at sea carried out by the Laramie for 
the benefit of the Dixmude was a first,” said French 
Navy ASP Céleste Guiho, Public Affairs Officer, LHD 

Dixmude. “With methods that differed from those 
used by the Dixmude and delicate wind conditions, 
this refueling was an opportunity to train the crew 
in complex maneuvers.”

U.S. and France share strong relations and are 
active NATO partners and work together to support 
maritime security around the world. 

“France and the United States are strong allies 
and this demonstrates our commitment to our 
partnership and to the North Atlantic Treaty,” said 
Capt. Frank Okata, Commodore, Military Sealift 
Command Europe and Africa and Commander, 
Task Force 63. “To the crews of USNS Laramie 
and LHD Dixmude, thank you for your continued 
excellence. This is a job well done.”

Laramie is a fleet replenishment oiler with a crew 
of around 75 Civil Service Mariners. It provides 
underway replenishment of fuel, fleet cargo and 
stores to customer ships at sea. 

MSC exists to support the joint warfighter across 
the full spectrum of military operations. Logistics-
based operations like these, which is an example 
of the partnership between two NATO nations, 
demonstrates the value of MSC to U.S. Navy and 
allied partners. 

French Navy amphibious assault ship LHD Dixmude 
(L9015) sails away after completing a replenishment-
at-sea by U.S. Navy’s Military Sealift Command USNS 
Laramie (T-AO 203) in the Atlantic Ocean, Dec. 10. 
(U.S. Navy photo by Thomas Epps)

A French Navy Sailor from French Navy amphibious assault ship LHD 
Dixmude (L9015) watches a fuel probe from the fleet replenishment 
oiler USNS Laramie (T-AO 203) travel across a span-wire to during an 
underway replenishment. (Photo courtesy of French Navy)

Military Sealift Command’s fleet replenishment oiler USNS Laramie (T-AO 203) completes a refueling-at-sea with the French Navy amphibious assault ship LHD Dixmude (L9015) in the Atlantic Ocean, Dec. 10. The refueling-at-sea with U.S. allies and 
partners not only fosters relations between the two nations, but also increases crew proficiencies on different setups. U.S. and France share strong relations and are active North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) partners and work together to 
support maritime security around the world. (U.S. Navy photo by Thomas Epps)
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Commander of Military Sealift Command Receives 
COVID-19 Vaccine
By Bill Mesta, Military Sealift Command Public Affairs

Rear Adm. Michael Wettlaufer, Commander, Military Sealift Command, 
received his initial COVID-19 vaccination at the U.S. Navy’s Sewell’s Point 
Branch Medical Clinic in Norfolk, Virginia, Jan. 4.

Wettlaufer received the vaccination to demonstrate his confidence in the 
injection’s safety and to encourage MSC teammates to receive COVID-19 
vaccinations as they become available.

“In order to fight a highly contagious and deadly virus like COVID-19, 
you need a highly effective vaccine,” said Wettlaufer. “The great thing is 
that we have a highly effective vaccine.”

The MSC Chief of Staff, Capt. Han Lynch, MSC’s Command Master Chief, 
Theron Fischer, and MSC’s Port Captain West, Susan Orsini, also received 
the COVID-19 vaccine. Orsini is a credentialed Civil Service Mariner with 
extensive experience sailing for MSC.

“Our goal is to increase MSC’s immunity threshold to COVID-19 so we 
can begin to normalize our daily operations,” Wettlaufer added. “The 
vaccine is the first step, of many future steps, towards getting us back 
to normal.”

Prioritized MSC personnel are highly encouraged to take the vaccine to 
protect their health, families, community, and lower the public health 
risks associated with the COVID-19 pandemic.

“As we received these vaccinations this morning, we took this step for our 
nation, our citizens, our Navy and our teammates at MSC,” Wettlaufer 
said. 

MSC’s COVID-19 vaccination roll-out utilizes a deliberate and phased 
approach and prioritizes personnel to receive the vaccine based on Center 
for Disease Control guidance and on the Department of Defense COVID-19 
Task Force’s assessment of MSC’s unique DoD mission requirements.

The U.S. Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard 
released a new tri-service maritime strategy 
today, entitled Advantage at Sea.

The document provides strategic guidance on 
how the sea services will prevail in day-to-day 
competition, crisis, and conflict over the next 
decade. It also directs the services to deepen 
tri-service integration, aggressively pursue 
force modernization, and continue robust 
cooperation with allies and partners.

“Our integrated Navy, Marine Corps, and 
Coast Guard must maintain clear-eyed resolve 
to compete with, deter, and, if necessary, 
defeat our adversaries while we accelerate 
development of a modernized, integrated all-
domain naval force for the future,” wrote Chief 
of Naval Operations Adm. Michael M. Gilday, 
Marine Corps Commandant Gen. David H. 
Berger, and Coast Guard Commandant Adm. 
Karl L. Schultz in the strategy’s forward. “Our 
actions in this decade will shape the maritime 
balance of power for the rest of this century.”

Advantage at Sea places particular focus on 
China and Russia due to their increasing 
maritime aggressiveness, demonstrated intent 
to dominate key international waters and clear 
desire to remake the international order in 
their favor.

“China’s and Russia’s revisionist approaches 
in the maritime environment threaten 
U.S. interests, undermine alliances and 
partnerships, and degrade the free and open 
international order,” the document states. 
“Moreover, China’s and Russia’s aggressive 
naval growth and modernization are eroding 
U.S. military advantages.”

The strategy also emphasizes the maritime 
domain is integral not only to America’s 
security and prosperity but to those of all 
nations. The oceans connect global markets, 
provide essential resources, and link societies 
and businesses. Shared interests create 

Navy, Marine Corps, Coast Guard Release Maritime Strategy
From the Office of the Chief of Information

Wettlaufer and the MSC leaders received the Pfizer-BioNTech COVID-19 
Vaccine, according to branch medical clinic personnel.

All MSC personnel will continue to wear appropriate masks, practice 
physical distancing, wash hands, and follow restriction of movement to 
protect our safety as a large portion of the population will need to be 
vaccinated before COVID-19 risks diminish.

opportunities for greater cooperation with allies 
and partners.

“As Sailors, we are on the leading edge of Great 
Power Competition each and every day,” said 
Gilday. “Sea control, power projection and the 
capability to dominate the oceans must be our 
primary focus. Our forces must be ready today, 
and ready tomorrow, to defend our nation’s 
interests against potential adversaries at any 
time. This strategy helps us do exactly that.”

The strategy directs the Services to pursue 
an agile and aggressive approach to force 
modernization and experimentation. The 
future fleet will combine legacy assets with 
new, smaller ships, lighter amphibious ships, 
modernized aircraft, expanded logistics, resilient 
space capabilities, and optionally manned and 
unmanned platforms. To succeed in a dynamic 
operating environment, the Services will also 
invest in warfighter development, delivering 
innovative training and education to ensure our 
Sailors, Marines, and Coast Guardsmen remain 
the world’s premier naval force.

Advantage at Sea also reflects the dual 
roles of the Service Chiefs: advising on 
the employment of forces in day-to-
day competition, crisis and conflict, and 
developing a modernized future force that 
deters potential adversaries and advances 
and defends U.S. interests.

“The Marine Corps is conducting a sweeping 
force design transformation to fulfill our 
role as the Nation’s expeditionary force-in-
readiness while simultaneously modernizing 
the force in accordance with the operating 
environment described in the National 
Defense Strategy and the tri-Service maritime 
strategy. We must embrace new ways of 
operating within the concepts of integrated 
U.S. naval power to deter future adversaries 
and generate better strategic choices,” said 
Berger.

As the Services pursue greater integration, to 
include training and education; capabilities 
and networks; plans, exercises, and 
experiments; analysis and war-gaming; 
investments and innovation; and force design, 
Advantage at Sea states they will collaborate 
with allies and partners to build capability, 
enhance interoperability, and generate unity 
of effort. Alongside allies and partners, the 
Services will be able to establish sea denial 
and sea control where and when needed, 
project power, and hold critical adversary 
targets at risk.

“As the only military service in the 
Department of Homeland Security, the U.S. 
Coast Guard provides unique multi-mission 
and intelligence capabilities to complement 
the ability of our Marines and Navy to protect 
our national interests when necessary and 
deliver lethality across the globe,” said 
Schultz. “Our hallmark is working daily with 
partner agencies, sister sea services, and 
international navies and coast guards to 
counter maritime coercion and uphold the 
rules-based order – partnerships work.”

Rear Adm. Michael Wettlaufer, Commander, Military Sealift Command (right), and CMDCM Theron Fischer, 
Military Sealift Command’s Command Master Chief, pose for a photograph with U.S. Navy medical 
personnel after receiving the COVID-19 vaccine at the Sewell’s Point Branch Medical Clinic in Norfolk, 
Virginia, Jan. 4. (U.S. Navy photo by Brian Suriani)
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Meet the MSC Command Master Chief: CMDCM Theron Fischer
By Bill Mesta, Military Sealift Command Public Affairs
On Dec. 11, 2020, CMDCM Theron Fischer began 
his 36-month tour as Military Sealift Command’s 
new Command Master Chief (CMC). After 
conducting a proper turnover, Fischer replaced 
CMDCM Rick Dyksterhouse as MSC’s most senior 
enlisted leader. I had the opportunity to virtually 
meet the new CMC and here are some of the 
highlights from our conversation.

For those who are unfamiliar, what is a 
Command Master Chief and what will some of 
your roles and responsibilities be as Military 
Sealift Command’s new CMC?

Fischer- A Command Master Chief (CMC) is 
the senior most member of a crew or command, 
charged with advising the Commander on affairs 
relating to the morale and welfare of the enlisted 
crew and families. We are responsible for the 
execution of over 30 programs on the behalf of the 
Commander but can be utilized in many situations 
and are available to all members of the staff or crew 
for advice or assistance. The CMC works directly 
for the Commander and is charged with providing 
solicited and unsolicited input for a wide range of 
situations.

The CMC position at MSC is considered a U.S. 
Navy Type Commander (TYCOM) or ‘Force’ level 
Command Master Chief; communicating an ‘up 
and out’ vision to satellite commands ensuring 
the Commanders intent is clearly communicated 
through the ranks, as well as gathering 
information and input from the fleet to feed up 
to the Commander in order to ensure the best 
performance of our people and execution of the 
mission. 

What are some of your previous duty stations 
and positions and how will your experience and 
expertise be brought to bear for MSC?

Fischer-  I have served on a wide array of platforms 
and across various warfare communities. Of note, I 
have served as a ‘Storekeeper/Logistics Specialist’ 
which is an LS in submarines. I served on the 
submarine tenders USS Emory S. Land (AS 39) 
and on the USS Frank Cable (AS 40). I sailed on 
the USS Frank Cable as the Supply Department 
Leading Chief and the acting Command Master 
Chief alongside MSC Civil Service Mariners in 
serving in hybrid-crew ship environment. 

I also served at Commander Submarine Force 
Pacific Fleet (COMSUBPAC) as the Force LS we 
assisted in writing and reviewing the contract for 
MSC sub tender operations.

I have been stationed overseas since 2003 and 
have remained operational during that time. Most 

recently I served at Commander Logistics Group 
Western Pacific (CLWP/CTF-73), where I worked 
side by side with Military Sealift Command Far East 
(MSCFE) as the operational command. I worked 
with Maritime Prepositioning Force 2 (MPSRON 
2) and Maritime Prepositioning Force 3 (MPSRON 
3), as well as, the maintenance of MSC vessels 
and planning of logistics support in the U.S. 7th 
Fleet’s area of responsibility. I am well versed with 
many of the challenges involving forward-deployed 
operations, specifically in 6th and 7th fleet. 

Other commands which I have served aboard 
include the Forrestal-class aircraft carrier USS 
Ranger (CV-61), the Ohio-class submarine USS 
Georgia (SSBN 729), Commander, Submarine 
Squadron 17 (COMSUBRON 17), Ohio-class 
submarine USS Ohio (SSGN 726), USS Emory 
S Land (La Maddalena Italy), Commander, 
Submarine Squadron 15 (COMSUBRON 15), 
Helicopter Sea Combat Squadron TWO FIVE (HSC-
25), and the Wasp-class amphibious assault ship 
USS Bonhomme Richard (LHD 6).
 
What are some of your goals and expectations 
as you assume this very important leadership 
role at MSC?

Fischer- Maintaining communications with our 
community is paramount. Unlike many Command 
Master Chief positions, MSC is a truly global 
operation with a multitude of complex operations 
occurring simultaneously. This can cause stress for 
our forces and our vessels. Communicating issues 
on behalf of our people up the chain and ensuring 
information is passed throughout the organization 
is at the forefront for me.  I am familiar with MSC 
at the operational level and look forward to gaining 
experience at headquarters that will allow me to 
effectively assist on our peoples’ behalf.

Why did you decide to assume the position of 
CMC at MSC?

Fischer- MSC is an essential tooth in the cog of 
U.S. military operations. Having worked alongside 
the MSC community on multiple tours allowed me 
to understand how important MSC’s mission is. I 
thoroughly enjoyed my time at CLWP and, although 
it was a challenging area to operate, it was always 
rewarding when we were able to deliver. This MSC 
CMC position seemed to be a natural progression 
for my career and when the opportunity presented 
itself, I was happy to apply for it.
 
Assuming the role of CMC in any community 
requires lots of work and dedication throughout 
one’s career. What have been some of your ‘keys 
to success’ which have guided you to your new 
role as MSC’s CMC?

 
Fischer- Every command is a bit different and 
each requires and independent approach. 
Understanding the challenges that the people 
executing mission are experiencing and assisting 
in resolving those challenges along with clear 
communication up and down the chain of 
command has always been a key to success. Even 
if an issue cannot be resolved, it’s important to 
consider the issue, analyze the ‘why’ and make 
adjustments to make things better. Change is 
constant, so you constantly need to be working 
to improve operations and morale. Ensuring that 
everyone at the command has a voice is important.   
 
Is there anything else you would like to share 
with the MSC Team as the new MSC CMC?

Fischer- I understand the importance of the mission 
at MSC and the complexity of our operations.  
Specifically, under the current conditions, the MSC 
mission has only become even more difficult.  I am 
sure all of our people understand how important 
our mission is and how those fleets out there rely 
on us for everything from food, fuel, bullets, and 
mail.

I have encountered nothing short of 100% effort 
from MSC while I was in Singapore and want to 
take this opportunity to let the team know that the 
efforts are recognized even though you may not 
hear it every day. Thank you for sailing into the 
wind and taking care of the fleet.

Military Sealift Command Pacific (MSCPAC) fleet replenishment oiler USNS 
Guadalupe (T-AO 200) provided logistics services to the ships of the USS 
Makin Island Amphibious Readiness Group (ARG) as they conducted routine, 
pre-deployment training operations in the Pacific area of operations.

Over nearly a month, through a series of replenishments-at-sea (RAS), 
Guadalupe delivered 1,709 pallets of food, parts and equipment through a 
series of vertical and connected replenishment-at-sea. In addition, the ship 
delivered over 2 million gallons of jet fuel and nearly 600 thousand gallons of 
diesel ship fuel.

Guadalupe encountered several challenges during its support to the Makin 
Island ARG including weather and pier availability, but were able to overcome 
them and successfully deliver the needed supplies and fuel.

MSC’s ability to replenish ships at sea, benefits the Navy, by providing all 
the items needed to sustain the ships at sea, and allows them to stay in the 
area of operation longer, and without the need to come into port for supplies. 
In the COVID-19 world, this is even more important, as staying underway 
ensures ship crews, reduce their risk of exposure to the virus, keeping them 
healthy and able to perform the missions assigned to them.

Guadalupe also served as the duty oiler for other Navy ships in the region.

USNS Guadalupe Supports USS Makin Island Amphibious 
Readiness Group Pre-deployment Exercises
By Sarah Burford, Military Sealift Command Pacific Public Affairs

Military Sealift Command’s new Command Master Chief CMDCM 
Theron Fischer (U.S. Navy courtesy photo)

The fleet replenishment oiler USNS Guadalupe (T-AO 200) (right) fuels the amphibious transport dock 
ship USS San Diego (LPD 22) (center) with the amphibious transport dock ship USS Sommerset (LPD 
25), (left) during a replenishment-at-sea. (U.S. Navy photo by Mass Communication Specialist 3rd Class 
Aaron Sperle)



Strategic Sealift Officers: Coordinating the Navy’s Needs
By Lt. j.g. Kelsey Ireland, Military Sealift Command Europe and Africa

4

U.S. Navy Reserve Strategic Sealift Officers (SSO), Ensigns Brandon Gotha 
and Forrest Plummer, were awarded the SSO warfare device by Lt. Cmdr. 
Joseph Kerley after completing underway training on the Military Sealift 
Command chartered container ship M/V Maersk Valencia, Oct. 22.

Gotha and Plummer arrived in Naval Support Activity Souda Bay in Greece 
after serving as tactical advisors (TACADs) on Maersk Valencia. 

TACADs embark on vessels under operational control of Military Sealift 
Command as advisors to the Ship’s Master and act as a liaison between 
the MSC ashore team, U.S. Navy and merchant vessels. Their mission is to 

communicate intentions with the area commander and securely coordinate 
ship movements. They can also coordinate escorts and convoys in contested 
environments.

Both Ensigns not only received their warfare device, but their arrival in 
Souda Bay completed their training as TACADs. They departed Souda Bay 
back on Maersk Valencia, without their instructor, as qualified officers.

MSC initiated the TACAD program for its SSO community in 2017. All SSOs 
hold U.S. Coast Guard unlimited-tonnage deck or engineering merchant 
marine licenses in addition to commissions in the U.S. Navy Reserve.

During the pinning, Gotha and Plummer were reminded of the unique 
service they provide to the U.S. Navy as SSOs.

“Their special qualifications as both Naval Officers and Merchant Marine 
Officers provides a tremendous value to the Navy,” said MSC Marine 
Transportation Specialist and retired SSO, Hugo M. Polanco.

To qualify for the warfare device, SSOs are required to receive their U.S. 
Coast Guard license and complete several Navy and command-required 
trainings, such as post-commissioning indoctrination, MSC 101, Navy 
Reserve Fundamentals and Primary Professional Military Education. After 
the initial requirements are complete, they must also go on two additional 
active duty for training orders.

SSOs are a small community of around 2,000 reservists that are civilian 
merchant mariners and sail for MSC or commercially. They serve as subject 
matter experts in sealift, maritime operations and logistics.

One of the core functions of the SSO program is to serve as the connection 
between the U.S. Navy and the U.S. Merchant Marine, having earned their 
U.S. Coast Guard license while also serving as naval reserve officers.

“Once commissioned with their U.S. Coast Guard licenses in hand, receiving 
their warfare device provides greater opportunity as they continue along 
their naval career,” said Polanco. “The sky is the limit!”

Strategic Sealift Officer Earns Milestone Qualification
From U.S. Naval Forces Central Command / U.S. 5th Fleet
A Naval Cooperation and Guidance for Shipping (NCAGS) Strategic Sealift 
Officer (SSO) was recently pinned with an SSO Warfare Insignia during a 
ceremony held at Naval Support Activity Bahrain.

Lt. j.g. Amanda See, from Waukesha, Wisconsin, earned this warfare 
qualification during her six-month naval reserve assignment as a Maritime 
Domain Awareness Analyst for NCAGS.

NCAGS provides the interface between military operations and merchant 
shipping. This interface involves the provision of military cooperation, 
guidance, advice, and assistance to merchant shipping. NCAGS is employed to 
enhance the safety of participating merchant ships in the operations area while 
supporting military objectives.

The SSO Program supports the national defense sealift requirement and 
capabilities, as executed by Military Sealift Command. The program provides 
naval reserve officers who are licensed merchant marine officers with sealift, 
maritime operations, and logistics subject matter expertise.

“I am grateful for the variety of career opportunities the SSO program provides,” 
said See.

In her civilian capacity, See has extensive experience in commercial sailing 
on a variety of vessels from coastal tankers to general cargo ships, which has 
allowed her to upgrade her sailing license.

While in Bahrain, See maintained regular communication between U.S. 
warships and commercial shipping to ensure uninterrupted flow of trade 
commerce throughout the Middle East region.

“Earning my SSO will qualify me to explore more of these opportunities and 
further develop my naval and civilian career,” said See.

The SSO program currently has approximately 2,330 members.

“SSO maritime expertise is a force multiplier,” said Capt. Todd Hiller, NCAGS 
Bahrain commanding officer.

Capt. Hiller explained that the SSO program operates by leveraging members’ 
broad maritime educational foundation based on worldwide employment and 
specialized work experience.

“Our evolution has allowed the Navy to strengthen its strategic relationship 
with the maritime industry and the innate ability to carry out its sea control, 
power projection, and maritime security missions in a contested environment…
anytime, anywhere,” said Hiller.

See returned to the United States on November 30, where she enjoys hiking, 
snowboarding, and visiting national parks.

“This (assignment) gave me the broader understanding of the region that I 
lacked,” said See. “I hope to be able to use my gained regional knowledge on 
future jobs and deployments.”

NCAGS assists operational commanders in managing risk by providing 
situational awareness and near real-time information on the commercial 
shipping picture, to help ensure the safe passage of merchant shipping and the 
safety of naval vessels.

NCAGS helps improve the security of the world’s oceans by sharing information 
among participating partner countries to lessen threats and smooth the flow of 
commerce in the maritime domain.

Ensigns Brandon Gotha and Forrest Plummer earned their Strategic Sealift Officer warfare device 
presented by Lt. Cmdr. Joe Kerley. All three members are Strategic Sealift Officers and arrived in Souda 
Bay, Greece, Oct. 19 on M/V Maersk Valencia where they were serving as the ships Tactical Advisors 
(TACAD). (U.S. Navy photo by Mass Communications Specialist 2nd Class Kelly Agee)

Lt. j.g. Amanda See (right) is congratulated by Capt. Todd Hiller, Commanding Officer, Naval Cooperation 
and Guidance for Shipping (left), after being presented with her Strategic Sealift Officer pin. (U.S. Navy 
courtesy photo)



What’s the most challenging part of the job?

Birnbaum- The pace. We work seven days a 
week for months on end when we are underway, 
but this is an important job. People have to eat 
and need good food.

Why did you join MSC?

Birnbaum- I thought about it long and hard 
and talked with my wife, my life partner, to 
discuss our options because there is a lot of time 
underway. I joined for the health benefits and 
the good pay.
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We Are MSC: Assistant Cook Alan Birnbaum 
By Leslie Hull-Ryde, Military Sealift Command Far East Public Affairs
In kitchens all over the globe, the last couple of 
months have been busy for those who prepared 
holiday dinners. Cooking meals for big gatherings 
a couple of times a year can be daunting for some, 
but Military Sealift Command culinary teams do 
that every day – three times a day.

Alan Birnbaum is just one of those keeping MSC 
crews well fed. He recently served aboard USNS 
Amelia Earhart (T-AKE 6) as the assistant cook. A 
dry cargo ammunition ship delivers ammunition, 
food, repair parts, stores and fuel to U.S. Navy 
and international partners’ ships. 

Keeping good food on the table for the hard-
working Amelia Earhart crew might be a big 
order to fill, but not for Birnbaum, whose been 
with MSC for the last 3.5 years. Before joining 
the Amelia Earhart crew two years ago, he served 
on the fleet replenishment oilers USNS Laramie 
(T-AO 203) and USNS Pecos (T-AO 197). While 
he’s been underway with MSC the last few years, 
Birnbaum worked in the commercial culinary 
world in various positions for two decades.

He’s used to serving others on special occasions.  
In fact, he’s had more than 20 at his own table.  
At home, he, his wife, and son often invite friends 
to join them for holiday meals. Birnbaum and his 
family cook the turkey and the ham, and guests 
bring some of their favorite dishes to share. 

While Birnbaum prepares three meals a day for 
approximately 100 Civil Service Mariners and he 
has a clean-up crew on Amelia Earhart, known 
as ‘the line.’ With everyone pitching in, it takes 
about 15 minutes to clear the table and do the 
dishes. That’s a treat for many who might not 

have a crew like that in their own 
kitchens after the last morsel has 
been savored.

Which holiday foods do you 
enjoy making?

Birnbaum- My favorite items are 
the turkey and stuffing. I make 
an incredible split pea soup and 
a green bean, brussel sprouts, 
and asparagus mix.

How do you prepare meals for 
special occasions?

Birnbaum- For any meal, I 
generally cut the vegetables 
and meats in advance and pre-
measure all the ingredients for 
each meal we serve. For special 
occasions, like Thanksgiving, 
I peel a lot – a lot – of potatoes 
in advance and defrost the 
main items so they’re ready. 
Preparations for Christmas and Thanksgiving 
generally begin one day in advance.

How much food do you prepare for holidays?

Birnbaum- The Christmas spread on AME 
includes roast turkey, stuffing, gravy, rolls, 
ham, macaroni and cheese, cranberry sauce, 
corn on the cob, sweet potato casserole, mashed 
potatoes, salad and pies. For our crew of 100, 
I prepare five turkeys, and the baker will make 
seven pumpkin pies.  We will have apple and 
cherry pies too.

Assistant Cook Alan Birnbaum, a Military Sealift Command Civil Service Mariner serving 
aboard the dry cargo, ammunition ship USNS Amelia Earhart (T-AKE 6) prepares breakfast 
in the ship’s galley. (U.S. Navy courtesy photo)

MSC Blast from the Past:  
USS Marine Phoenix
By Shevonne Cleveland, MSC Public Affairs
USS Marine Phoenix (T-AP 195) was a Marine Adder-class troop 
transport ship that served the U.S. Navy during World War II 
and the Korean War. 

In early December 1945, USS Marine Phoenix steamed to 
Seattle, Washington, for troop embarkation on its way to 
Nagoya, Japan. Marine Phoenix returned to Seattle in January 
of the following year and continued troop transportation out of 
Seattle, to Japan, Korea, China, the Marianas, and the Hawaiian 
Islands, until 1947 when it entered the Maritime Commission 
Reserve Fleet for three years. 

In July 1950, Marine Phoenix was reacquired by the Navy 
following the invasion of South Korea by North Korea and was 
placed into service with Military Sea Transportation Service 
(MSTS) as USNS Marine Phoenix in August of that same year. 
Now manned by a civilian service mariner crew, the ship 
continued troop transportation to Korea for the next three years, 
completing 19 round trips to the western Pacific and troop and 
supply delivery to Japanese and Korean ports including Sasebo, 
Yokohama, Pusan, and Inchon. After reaching Seattle, from Inchon, On Dec. 5 1953, she was placed in reduced operational status until April 
30, 1954.

Marine Phoenix, then resumed troop transport service on Dec. 9, 1955. From Jan. through March 1956 the ship carried troops throughout 
the Pacific. 

On Nov, 3, 1958, the ship was transferred to the Maritime Administration and placed with the National Defense Reserve Fleet and was struck 
from the Naval Register that same year.



MSC Teammates Complete Virtual ‘Leading Up’ Class
By Bill Mesta, Military Sealift Command Public Affairs
Fourteen civilian teammates and service 
members recently completed the first virtual 
iteration of Military Sealift Command’s ‘Leading 
Up’ class.

MSC’s ‘Leading Up’ class targets journey-level 
employees across the command to provide 
leadership and managerial training for the next 
generation of leaders.

“Our ‘Leading Up’ class is founded on the Chief 
of Naval Operation’s Navy Leader Development, 
Navy Civilian Workforce Frameworks, and 
MSC Civilian Workforce Development Strategy 
to develop leaders with character, which 
strengthens MSC’s ability to always behave 
consistently with the Navy’s core values of 
honor, courage, and commitment,” according to 
Michael Kishbaugh, Military Sealift Command’s 
Branch Director, Training and Workforce 
Development.

Topics covered in MSC’s ‘Leading Up’ class 
included MSC background and history, strategic 
communications, business chemistry, building 
and working in virtual teams and workforce 
development, mentoring and coaching. The 
curriculum was presented to the class by MSC 
leaders and private industry subject matter 
experts.
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“The ‘Leading Up’ class brings employees together 
in a common training opportunity to learn 
more about MSC,” Kishbaugh said.  “The class 

exposes the participants to relevant leadership 
and management topics and to senior managers 
that they may not be exposed to in their daily 
work.  It also provides an opportunity to work 
with MSC employees outside of their parent 
department or division in a virtual setting.”

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the class 
structure and delivery method for this iteration 
was changed from a week-long, in-person 
classroom setting to a five-week virtual setting.

“Classes were designed to feel more like a college 
style class, where classes were held once a week 
for two to three hours and participants were 
given independent or team projects to work in 
between classes,” according to Kishbaugh.

The ‘Leading Up’ curriculum for the most recent 
offering featured team projects focused on 
leadership qualities.

“Each team was given an assignment to work 
together and develop a presentation on what 
they believed are the most important leadership 
qualities,” said Kishbaugh. “During the last 
class, each team delivered their results to senior 
managers via MS Teams. Based on their results, 
the class identified the following as top leadership 
qualities as communication, integrity/honesty, 
decisiveness, and empowerment.”

MSC’s ‘Leading Up’ class targets Federal General 
Service employees who fall in the GS 11-12 pay-
grades. MSC teammates will be offered future 
‘Leading Up’ classes and are encouraged to 
work with their chain of command for class 
enrollment.

For more information about MSC’s ‘Leading 
Up’ class please contract  Mike Kishbaugh at 
michael.kishbaugh@navy.mil.

The class exposes the 
participants to relevant 

leadership and management 
topics and to senior managers 
that they may not be exposed 

to in their daily work.

“

”

February is Heart Health Month
From Leighanne Gerstbrein, Military Sealift Command Health Coordinator
The American Heart Association offers six tips for improving heart 
health to decrease your risk of heart attack and stroke:

 1. Know your blood pressure numbers. High blood pressure  
 usually does not come with symptoms, so you should get  
 your blood pressure checked at least twice every two 
 years, or more depending on your health care provider’s 
 recommendation. 
  • Desirable blood pressure: Less than 120/80 mmHg
  • At risk (pre-hypertension): 120 – 139/80-89 mmHg
  • High (hypertension): 140 or higher/90 or higher 
    mmHg

 2. Commit to a treatment plan to manage blood pressure. 
 Collaborate with your health care provider to create an 
 individualized treatment plan that includes healthy lifestyle 
 changes, such as eating right and exercising daily, to help you 
 maintain a lower blood pressure. 

 3. Move more! All healthy adults should aim for at least 150 
 minutes a week of moderate-intensity exercise, or 75 minutes  
 a week of vigorous-intensity exercise.  

 4. Limit processed foods, especially those with added sugar 
 and sodium. Making simple dietary changes goes a long way in 
 helping you manage and prevent high blood pressure. These 
 changes include eating less sodium (try to stay under 2300mg/
 day), eating less red and processed meats, limiting processed 
 foods, and limiting the consumption of sugar-sweetened 
 beverages. 

 5. Maintain or achieve a healthy weight. Being 20 pounds or 
 more overweight could increase your risk of developing high 
 blood pressure. On the contrary, losing just 5-10% of your 
 body weight has proven to have significant health benefits for 
 your body.  
 
 6. If you do consume alcohol, do so in moderation. This 
 means one drink per day for women and two drinks per day for 
 men, and only by adults of legal drinking age. 

MSC has available resources for you. For more information on this or 
the Health & Wellness Program at MSC, contact your Health Promotion 
Coordinator:

CSU-East:
Email: Leighanne.gerstbrein.ctr@navy.mil 

Navy Logistics Specialist Named Military Sealift Command Far 
East’s Sailor of the Year
By Leslie Hull-Ryde, Military Sealift Command Far East Public Affairs

One Navy logistics specialist currently in Guam has a lot to celebrate this 
season.
 
Military Sealift Command Far East recently named Logistics Specialist First 
Class Ryan Julius, currently attached to MSC Ship Support Unit Guam, as 
its Sailor of the Year. 

His efforts directly supported U.S. 7th Fleet’s operational readiness to meet 
great power competition,” said Cmdr. Gillian Medina, Commander, MSC 
Ship Support Unit Guam, who nominated Julius for the honor.
 
“His ability to successfully navigate the different organizational lines that 
exist within both MSC and Joint Region Marianas has had significant impact 
on our ability to execute in support of our units.”
 
Julius has been assigned to SSU Guam as the assistant operations officer 
for just more than a year.  There, he helps ensure Military Sealift Command 
Far East ships get the operational and logistical support they need to deliver 
essential goods and services to U.S. Navy and international partners’ ships. 
 
“MSC SSU Guam directly supports the warfighter by maintaining readiness 
of all of our support ships,” said Julius.
 
“Our mission-critical fuel, supplies, and mail all support our Sailors and 
troops down range and those at sea.”
 
It’s a tough, important job, which has been a bit trickier of late, thanks to 
the COVID-19 pandemic.
 
“Working in operations has had its fair share of challenges, especially with 
the added dynamics of COVID-19,” Julius said.

SOY continued on page 7

Logistics Specialist 1st Class Ryan 
Julius, Military Sealift Command Far 
East’s Sailor of the Year poses for 
a photo (U.S. Navy photo by Mass 
Communication Specialist 2nd 
Class MacAdam Kane Weissman)
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Junior Sailor of the Year Sage Advice: Work Hard, Respect Others, 
Never Give Up
By Leslie Hull-Ryde, Military Sealift Command Far East Public Affairs
Although he’s only at his second duty station, Military Sealift Command 
Far East’s Junior Sailor of the Year offers insightful advice to Sailors and 
new recruits.

“Be ready to learn, to work diligently, always respect others, and never 
give up,” said Logistics Specialist Second Class Khoa Duong. “The result 
will be very rewarding.”

The San Diego native recently earned the annual MSCFE Junior Sailor 
of the Year honor, just four years – almost to the day – that he enlisted.

“I decided to join because I wanted to see the world; I wanted to have 
more experience in leadership and to learn new things,” the logistics 
specialist said.

His first assignment was with VFA 125 in Lemoore, California. Last year, 
he transferred to Guam. Now, Duong serves as the assistant supply 
officer with Maritime Prepositioning Ships Squadron 3 (MPSRON). The 
MPSRON is strategically located in Guam to deliver prepositioned cargo 
and equipment to the U.S. Armed Forces operating throughout the Indo-
Pacific Region.
 
The command has a pretty steady and demanding operational tempo in 
one of the busiest areas of responsibility. Duong, a self-claimed “Jack 
of all trades,” finds himself at the hub of just about every requirement 
MPSRON 3 undertakes.

“I am taking care of day-to-day tasks for the supply department, such as 
supply and medical procurement, assistant postal officer, managing and 
reporting the command’s operational budget and command purchase 
card holder program,” said the Woodbury University graduate.

As if all this wasn’t enough to keep him busy, Duong has several other 
important jobs within the command; some he volunteered to take on. As 
a qualified command duty officer, when on watch, he is responsible for 
overseeing operational matters, force protection, and maintenance for 
MPSRON 3 and the 15 MSC ships that make up the squadron.

“Petty Officer Duong leads from the front,” said Capt. John Bub, 
commanding officer of MPSRON 3.

“Though he is my most junior Sailor on board, his level of integrity, 
formality, forceful backup and communication emulates that of a 
seasoned first class petty officer.”

Duong’s collateral duties include serving as MPSRON 3’s Combined 
Federal Campaign representative, coordinator of community outreach 
projects, library officer, sexual assault prevention and response victim 
advocate, assistant transportation officer, and casualty control officer.  He 
also manages the command’s annual budget and several key contracts. 

“He has an impeccable work ethic and unmatched professional knowledge 
that makes him an invaluable asset to the supply department, the staff 
and MSC,” Bub said.

Despite the obstacles, Medina credits him with moving cargo, conducting 
operations, transporting personnel, and ensuring critical vessel repairs 
were completed in a “fluid and complex COVID-19 environment.” 
 
Julius says the operational tempo of his demanding job gives him 
satisfaction.
 
“I enjoy the networking and coordination required in providing support and 
seeing the end result or the support provided to fellow Sailors, Civil Service 
Mariners, and fellow service members.”
 
Being recognized as MSCFE’s Senior Sailor of the Year for adroitly tackling 
logistical obstacles in the Indo-Pacific Region, isn’t the only reason Julius 
is celebrating this season. The Houston native recently completed the 
last class required for his MBA program at Excelsior College. The degree 
conferral will take place virtually mid-January.

 
“I joined the Navy in March of 2007 with the hopes of exploring the world, 
serving my country, and attaining an education,” said Julius who comes 
from a family of service in the Department of the Navy as his two brothers 
served in the U.S. Marine Corps.
 
In the last 13 years, he’s been able to accomplish many of his personal and 
professional goals. His first duty station was with VFA-14 in Lemoore, Calif.  
With the fighter squadron, he deployed aboard USS Nimitz (CVN 68) and 
USS John C. Stennis (CVN 74). Julius has been stationed overseas for nine 
years, serving in Spain, the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain and now Guam, 
where he and his wife just bought their first home and hope to start their 
family.

“Joining the Navy has been one of the best decisions I have ever made. Not 
only have I grown professionally and personally, but I have made lifelong 
friendships and experiences that will stick with me forever,” Julius said.

For More Information About
Military Sealift Command

Visit us at www.msc.usff.navy.mil

SOY from page 6

Logistics Specialist 2nd Class Khoa 
Duong, Military Sealift Command Far 
East’s Junior Sailor of the Year, poses for 
a photo (Mass Communication Specialist 
2nd Class MacAdam Kane Weissman)

Not much goes on without Duong having some role in it.

Despite the demanding operational tempo, diverse requirements, and 
competing priorities, Duong stays focused and committed to mission 
accomplishment.

“This job is important to me because it has been continually pushing and 
challenging me to become better, more resilient, be more efficient and 
adaptive,” MSCFE’s Junior Sailor of the Year said.

“I think learning and earning those attributes will definitely help me to 
achieve my personnel goals as well as accomplish all assigned missions.” 

MPSRON 3 and Military Sealift Command Far East are part of the U.S. 
7th Fleet.  As the U.S. Navy’s largest forward deployed fleet, U.S. 7th Fleet 
routinely operates between 50-70 ships and submarines and 140 aircraft 
with approximately 20,000 Sailors. U.S. 7th Fleet’s area of operation 
spans more than 124 million square kilometers, stretching from the 
International Date Line to the India/Pakistan border; and from the Kuril 
Islands in the North to the Antarctic in the South Pacific, providing 
security and stability to the region. U.S. 7th Fleet interacts with 35 other 
maritime nations to build partnerships that foster maritime security while 
conducting a wide range of missions to support humanitarian efforts and 
uphold international laws and freedoms of the sea.
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USNS Alan Shepard conducts Freedom of Navigation Operation
From U.S. 7th Fleet Public Affairs
On Dec. 15, the fleet replenishment oiler USNS Alan Shepard (T-AKE 3) 
asserted navigational rights and freedoms in the vicinity of Tsushima 
Strait near Japan. The ship conducted normal operations within claimed 
territorial seas to challenge excessive maritime claims and preserve 
access to the waterways as governed by international law.

U.S. forces operate in the Indo-Pacific region on a daily basis, as they have 
for more than a century. They routinely operate in close coordination with 
like-minded allies and partners who share our commitment to uphold a 
free and open international order that promotes security and prosperity. 
All of our operations are designed in accordance with international law 
and demonstrate that the United States will fly, sail and operate wherever 
international law allows –regardless of the location of excessive maritime 
claims and regardless of current events.

The international law of the sea as reflected in the 1982 Law of the Sea 
Convention provides for certain rights and freedoms and other lawful 
uses of the sea to all nations. The United States upholds these rights and 
freedoms as a matter of principle to preserve the freedom of the seas that 
is critical to global security, stability, and prosperity. As long as some 
countries continue to assert maritime claims that are inconsistent with 
international law as reflected in the 1982 Law of the Sea Convention and 
that purport to restrict unlawfully the rights and freedoms enjoyed by all 
States, the United States will continue to defend the rights and freedoms 
of the sea guaranteed to all.

Civil Service Mariners assigned to the fleet replenishment oiler USNS Alan Shepard (T-AKE 3) conduct a 
freedom of navigation operation in the Tsushima Strait near Japan, Dec. 15 (U.S. Navy courtesy photo)

Sailors aboard the guided-missile destroyer USS Winston S. Churchill 
(DDG 81) receive pallets of supplies during a replenishment-at-sea with 
the Military Sealift Command dry cargo and ammunition ship USNS 
Wally Schirra (T-AKE 8) in the Bab al-Mandab Strait, Oct. 30. (U.S. Navy 
photo by Mass Communication Specialist 3rd Class Louis Thompson 
Staats IV)

Ensign Luis Fernandez (left) and Ensign Abraham Ponce track course and speed changes 
aboard the guided-missile destroyer USS Winston S. Churchill (DDG 81)as the ship makes 
its approach for a replenishment-at-sea with the Military Sealift Command’s dry cargo and 
ammunition ship USNS Wally Schirra (T-AKE 8) in the Gulf of Aden, Nov. 22.  (U.S. Navy 
photo by Mass Communication Specialist 3rd Class Louis Thompson Staats IV)


