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CAMP HENRY, Daegu, Republic of Korea – It was one of many recent firsts for the slim, energetic, 18 year-old, who spent most of his life in Florida.  First flight, first snow, and first cruise.  A voyage with his parents to Japan as a noncombatant evacuee for Courageous Channel was just another adventure.


“I wanted to see a new place,” said David Wagner, the son of Donald Byers, a DynCorp employee at K-2 Air Base in Daegu.  “And then when they said Japan was coming up for a NEO exercise, they took me to the first meeting and it sounded good so I decided I wanted to go with them.”

Wagner was joined on the 270 nautical mile, 14-hour voyage from Pohang to Marine Corps Air Station Iwakuni by his parents Donald and Catherine Byers, and 11 other exercise non-combatants.

NEO CRUISE
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The odyssey began March 28 with noncombatant evacuation processing at 7:45 a.m. in the 20th Area Support Group headquarters on Camp Henry and included a 1 hour, 45 minute train ride from Dong Daegu Station to Pohang.  Area IV evacuees joined 25 additional evacuees from Osan Air Base at Pohang, where both groups boarded the Austal WestPac Express, a high-speed vessel, or HSV.  

The vessel arrived at MCAS Iwakuni, which is located on the main island of Honshu about 40 kilometers south of historical Hiroshima, at 8:15 a.m. the following day. 

Some of the evacuees volunteered to take the HSV rather than a C-130 Hercules aircraft from Kimhae Air Base, which took only slightly more than one hour to make the flight.

“We asked to take the boat,” said Catherine Byers, who evacuated along with her husband and son, Wagner.  “At first, they told us we were leaving earlier and that it would only take five to nine hours to get there and it seemed nice. And being from Florida, I like boats.”


For some other participants, it was their first time as a passenger on an ocean-voyaging ship and they came prepared for possible seasickness.  Wagner popped three Dramamine; one when he left Camp Henry, another when the group arrived at the Immigration Office in Pohang, and the third before boarding the HSV.


“I heard from sailors that when the boats go at high speed the boats rock back and forth real bad, but it didn’t seem to be like that,” Wagner said.  “Instead, it was more of a smooth ride.

“I don’t usually get sick from anything unless it’s a like the take off and landing of a plane.  Then my stomach starts hurting and gets queasy because it’s like a roller coaster to me.”

– more –
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“The boat was very, very smooth,” said Mujeebul Hasan, an general engineer for IMA-KORO at Camp Henry, who was accompanied by his wife, Marzia.  “I was really surprised.  Me and my wife do not get sea sick so I wasn’t afraid of that, and obviously with this size boat I was not at all concerned that we would have a rough ride.”


Others compared it to a flight, which is the primary mode to evacuate noncombatants from the Korean peninsula in the event of hostilities.


“I thought that it was about the same feeling that you get when you’re on an airplane,” said Dianne Joyner, whose husband Col. James M. Joyner is the 20th Area Support Group commander.  “It was a very smooth ride.”


The wave-piercing catamaran is being leased by the 3rd Marine Expeditionary Force from MCAS Iwakuni to rapidly deploy Marine battalions and equipment in the Western Pacific for exercises. 

 The HSV is a hybrid roll-on and roll-off combination passenger ferry and cargo freighter that can transport 970 passengers in airline style reclining seats on its upper deck.  It is 331 feet long and has two vehicle and cargo decks with a combined 33,000 square feet of storage space, and is capable of reaching speeds of more than 40 knots, or about 46 miles per hour.

WestPac Express operations officer Chief Warrant Officer Gene Rose welcomed the contingent of nearly 40 Courageous Channel evacuees, who rode the vessel along with an estimated 350 Marines returning to Japan.

Passengers passed time by playing cards and board games, reading, watching several movies including “Major Payne” and recent James Bond thriller “Die Another Day,” listening to music, and eating MREs (meals ready to eat).  Sleeping proved one of the biggest challenges.

– more –
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“The only thing on the boat is that maybe they could fix it to make it a little more convenient for sleeping,” said Allie McNeal, Area IV librarian at Camp Walker.  “Maybe they could have mats or something that people could use.  I don’t know if it’s possible, but it’s something I would recommend.”

While the vessel was generally comfortable, many of the evacuees grew restless from the unexpectedly long voyage.  Even so, they gave the voyage relatively positive reviews.

“They say that was a high-speed boat, but if that was a high-speed boat, I’d hate to see the slow boat to China,” McNeal said.  “It was slow and long, but I didn’t get seasick so that was good.  It wasn’t too bad.  I’d do it again.”

“It was a good experience for us, especially for my wife,” Hasan said.  “She’s wanted to go on one of these big cruise boats and we got this for free!”

Others acknowledged that an HSV provides a feasible means for evacuation from the Korean peninsula.  While it was Wagner’s first experience on an ocean-going vessel, he said that in a real evacuation he would prefer to take a vessel rather than an aircraft, but that he wouldn’t leave his cherished possession behind.

“If we had a real evacuation, I’d actually be carrying a pair of roller blades in my hands,” he said.  “Those cost 280 some odd thousand (won).  I’m not leaving them there.”

– 30 –
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