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On September 5 , 

2019 , Capt . Kenneth 

A. S trong  became the 

14th  commanding 

o f f i cer  o f  the 

Nimitz -c lass  a i rcra f t 

carr ier  USS George 

Wash ington (CVN 

73) . When Strong 

assumed the ro le  and 

respons ib i l i t i es  as 

commanding  o f f i cer  o f 

George Wash ington , 

the  sh ip  was  enter ing 

the  second ha l f  o f 

Re fue l ing  and Complex 

Overhau l  (RCOH), 

a  mul t i -year  pro ject 

per formed on ly  once 

dur ing  a  carr ier ’s  50-

year  ser v ice  l i fe  that 

inc ludes  re fue l ing  the 

sh ip ’s  two nuc lear 

reactors , as  we l l  as 

s i gn i f i cant  repa i rs , upgrades , and 

modern izat ion .

Th is  was  not  Strong ’s  f i r s t 

t ime ser v ing  aboard the  sh ip. 

In  September o f  2014 , S trong 

repor ted as  the  execut ive  o f f i cer 

o f  George Wash ington , wh i le 

the  sh ip  was  in  a  vas t ly  d i f ferent 

operat ing  env i ronment . Dur ing 

Strong ’s  t ime as  execut ive  o f f i cer, 

George Wash ington was  the  Navy ’s 

forward dep loyed a i rcra f t  carr ier 

in  U.S . 7 th  F leet . S trong  led  the 

crew through two 

dep loyment  patro l  cyc les , two 

crew swaps , an  “Around the  Horn” 

dep loyment , and a  homepor t  sh i f t 

f rom Japan to  Nor fo lk . 

S trong  i s  acute ly 

cogn izant  o f  the 

d i f f i cu l t  a tmosphere 

o f  RCOH. Sa i lors 

aboard George 

Wash ington are 

tasked wi th  arduous 

endeavors  l i ke 

restor ing  ent i re 

spaces , work ing 

out  o f  ra te , and 

coord inat ing  wi th 

o f f - sh ip  ent i t ies , 

but  a l l  o f  i t  has 

a  purpose . That 

purpose i s  to 

bu i ld  the  Sp i r i t  o f 

Freedom and return 

the  sh ip  to  the 

f leet  as  the  wor ld ’s 

premier  operat iona l 

nuc lear-powered 

a i rcra f t  carr ier 

oversee ing  an  area 

o f  operat ions  that  spans  more than 

124 mi l l ion  square  k i lometers . 

S trong  rea l i zes  the  cha l lenges 

many Sa i lors  are  f aced wi th . Due 

to RCOH and the  impact  o f  the 

COVID-19 pandemic , the  pat tern 

and qua l i ty  o f  l i fe  was  in terrupted 

for  many Sa i lors .  

“Th is  ava i l ab i l i t y  i s  so  long ; 

so  many f i r s t  tour  Sa i lors  have 

never  taken a  sh ip  underway,” 

S trong  sa id . “Learn ing  the  rates , 

learn ing  what  i t  means  to  own 

a  sh ip, the  respons ib i l i t i es , 

jugg l ing  product ion , f in i sh ing 

the  ava i l ab i l i t y  work and then 

assuming  the  ro le  o f  susta in ing 

the  read iness ; the  c lean l iness , 

the  operat iona l  capab i l i t y  o f 

ownersh ip  i s  not  easy  for  a  f i r s t 

[ tour  o f  duty] . I t  i s  a l so  not  easy 

work ing  out  o f  ra te .” 

S ince  Strong took the  he lm, 

George Wash ington has 

ach ieved some cons iderab le 

mi les tones . Some o f  the 

notab le  accompl i shments 

ach ieved dur ing  Strong ’s 

t ime as  commanding  o f f i cer 

inc lude : ex i t ing  the  dr y  dock 

and moor ing  to  the  p ier, 

l i ght ing  the  i s l and , restor ing 

a i r  cond i t ion ing , br ing ing  the 

Conso l idated Af loat  Networks 

and Enterpr i se  Ser v ices 

(CANES)  sys tem on l ine , 

rebu i ld ing  and re ins ta l l ing  the 

catapu l t , ins ta l l ing  the  Rol l ing 

A ir f rame Miss i le  (RAM) sys tem, 

open ing  the  barber  shop, co f fee 

shop, and sh ip  s tore , res tor ing 

sh ip ’s  l aundr y, reestab l i sh ing 

funct iona l  ga l leys , crew mess , 

Ch ie f ’s  Mess , and Wardroom, 

restor ing  medica l  and denta l 

onboard , br ing ing  Sh ipboard 

In format ion Tra in ing  and 

Enter ta inment  (S ITE TV)  on l ine , 

and many other  mi les tones  to 

get  George Wash ington c loser  to 

be ing  an  operat iona l  warsh ip. 

S trong  i s  e la ted wi th  how 

Sa i lors  f rom a l l  20  depar tments 

were ab le  to  work together  to 

he lp  bu i ld  the  sh ip.

“Sa i lors  make i t  look easy, and 

there ’s  noth ing  easy  about  i t ,”  says 

S trong . “There i s  a  lot  o f  sacr i f i ce , 

there  i s  a  lot  o f  pa in , we a l l  took 

a  lot  o f  r i sk  and we worked in  a 

d i f f i cu l t  env i ronment ; we s t i l l  do. 

But  we got  i t  done together.”

Strong acknowledges  George 

Wash ington has  more work that 

must  be  completed be fore  the  sh ip 

wi l l  be  ab le  to  get  back  to  sea , 

but  dur ing  h i s  t ime as  commanding 

o f f i cer, h i s  f avor i te  th ing  to 

wi tness  was  the  growth and un i ty 

o f  the  Sa i lors  work ing  aboard . 

I t  has  been a  great  sa t i s f ac t ion 

for  Strong  to  watch the  sh ip 

come together. The sh ip  i s  bet ter, 

mater ia l ly  and cu l tura l ly, than 

when he arr ived .

“See ing  our  cu l ture  change , 

how we respond to casua l t ies 

and how we dea l  w i th  day  to  day 

i s sues , manag ing  peop le  and the 

th ings  that  pop up, we look and 

sound l ike  an  operat iona l  crew,” 

says  S trong . “ I t  i s  awesome to see . 

When they  tear  your  sh ip  apar t , 

don ’t  le t  them tear  down your 

cu l ture , too.”

Strong be l ieves  one o f  the 

contr ibut ing  f actors  to  the  crew’s 

success  i s  the i r  v i s ion . I t  i s  hard 

to  have that  v i s ion when a  so l id 

por t ion o f  Sa i lors  do not  know 

how an operat iona l  carr ier  looks 

and sounds . Ach iev ing  the  sma l ler 

accompl i shments  a long  the  way 

has  he lped perpetuate  a  v i s ion 

that  there  i s  a  f in i sh  l ine  that  wi l l 

be  crossed . 

S trong  acknowledges  that  the 

Navy  i s  cer ta in ly  a  d i f f i cu l t  career. 

I t  i s  inev i tab le  that  there 

wi l l  be  rough t imes . There 

wi l l  a l so  be  wonder fu l ly  fun 

t imes . S trong  has  spent  over 

29 years  in  the  Navy  and 

there  were many moments 

throughout  where he 

thought  about  do ing  other 

th ings . S trong  be l ieves  those 

thoughts  are  hea l thy  and 

proper.

“Fo l low your  b l i s s , your 

dreams , goa l s  and des i res ,” 

says  S trong . “ I t  i s  impor tant 

for  the  ind iv idua l  and for 

the  fami ly, too. Th is  pro fess ion 

does  take a  to l l  on fami l ies . 

Fo l low your  b l i s s  and open your 

hear t .”

One g i f t  the  Navy  has  g iven to 

Strong was  h i s  love  for  f ly ing . He 

has  f lown in  a t  leas t  17  d i f ferent 

a i rcra f t  p la t forms . Desp i te  the 

fact  that  i t  i s  an  Army he l i copter, 

S trong  has  an  a f f in i ty  for  the 

OH-6 L i t t leb i rd  because  o f  i t s 

ag i l i t y. However, S trong  a l so  loves 

f ly ing  the  F /A-18 and the  MH-60R. 

Hopefu l ly  soon , he  can get  back  to 

get t ing  some regu lar  f l i ght  hours .

Thank you so much for 

ever ything you have done , 

Capt. Strong. Fair  winds and 

fol lowing seas. 

S A Y I N G  F A R E W E L L  T O
C A P T .  S T R O N G

“Sailors make it 
look easy, and 

there’s nothing 
easy about it.”

-Capt. Strong

“When they tear your 

ship apart, don’t let 

them tear down your 

culture, too.”

- Capt. Strong

Story by MCSN Dakota Nack
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Graphic by MCSN Joshua Cabal
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What have been some of  your  proudest  career 

accompl i shments? 

The proudest  accompl i shment  or  fee l ing  that  I  have  i s  the 

re la t ionsh ips  that  I  have  deve loped throughout  my 28 years 

in  the  Navy. I  th ink  that  we , as  a  countr y, have  the  greatest 

sh ips , a i rcra f t , submar ines , and technology  in  the  wor ld . But 

th i s  i s , and wi l l  ALWAYS be , a  peop le  bus iness . I t  rea l ly  comes 

down to the  peop le  you get  to  work wi th . What  I  love  about 

the  Navy  i s  that  we have so much d ivers i ty. We have so many 

peop le  who come f rom d i f ferent  backgrounds  and we come 

together, l i ve  together, to  accompl i sh  a  miss ion and to  do our 

nat ion ’s  b idd ing  when our  nat ion needs  i t . That  i s  what  I  am 

most  grate fu l  for : the  chance to  work for  and wi th  so many 

incred ib le  peop le  who want  to  be  par t  o f  someth ing  b igger 

than themse lves , and tru ly  want  to  make that  sacr i f i ce  and 

commit  to  our  countr y  and the  Navy.

W h a t  d o  yo u  u n i q u e ly  b r i n g  t o  t h e  G e o r ge 

Wa s h i n g t o n  a s  C O ? 

I  th ink  my message  i s  hopefu l ly  go ing  to  be  fa i r ly  s imp le  and s tra ight  forward . We know that  we are  in  a 

cha l leng ing  env i ronment  r i ght  now. The sh ip ’s  ro le  in  the  Navy ’s  fu ture  i s  v i ta l . There i s  no doubt  that  our 

Navy  and nat ion needs  th i s  sh ip  to  be  operatona l , so  that  we can go do what  the  nat ion needs  us  to  do. But 

i t ’s  not  go ing  to  get  f ixed tomorrow. I t ’s  a  marathon . We have to  be pat ient . We have to  be v ig i l ant  in  s tay ing 

on course  to  get  the  sh ip  back  to  sea . Understand there  are  go ing  to  be  some setbacks , and we jus t  have  to 

be ab le  to  adapt  to  whatever  comes our  way to  get  the  sh ip  back  underway aga in . The team, our  sh ip, i s  go ing 

to  hear  a  lot  o f  me say ing  “we” , “us” , “our” , not  “ I” , “me” , or  “my” . Th i s  i s  no t  my  sh ip . I t  i s  OUR sh ip . We are  a 

team and a  fami l y , so  we  a re  go ing  to  do  th i s  toge ther.  I t  i s  go ing  to  take ever y  s ing le  person we have onboard , 

work ing  hard ever y  s ing le  day, e i ther  in  a  sma l l  way, or  a  potent ia l ly  b ig  way, depend ing  on the  job that ’s  a t 

hand , to  make us  bet ter. 

Are there lessons you have learned that you think wi l l  help junior Sai lors?

What I ’ve  learned i s  th i s : I t ’s  not  so much the  dest inat ion ; i t ’s  about  the  journey. As  a  younger  person , I 

a lways  used to  look for  the  shor tcut . I ’ve  found that  anyth ing  wor thwhi le  has  taken t ime and sacr i f i ce . There 

are  go ing  to  be  setbacks . I t ’s  go ing  to  be  hard , but  a t  the  end o f  the  day, i t  w i l l  be  wor thwhi le .

What do you hope to accomplish whi le  in  command of  George Washington?

I  hope to  cont inue to  bu i ld  the  team: a  group o f  peop le  who care  about  each other, care  about  our  sh ip, 

and care  about  the  miss ion that  we are  go ing  to  be  asked to  execute . And in  the  shor t  term, to  do ever yth ing 

we can r i ght  now to get  our  sh ip  o f f  o f  th i s  p ier. To get  back  to  get t ing  out  to  sea  on a  regu lar  bas i s , 

execut ing  sea  tr i a l s  and the  bas ic  phase . To prepare  her  to  go and do whatever  the  nat ion asks  us  to  do in 

de fense  o f  our  nat ion and our  Navy. 

Where do you hai l  from?

I  was  born in  S tockton , Ca l i forn ia . When I  was  n ine  years  o ld , my fami ly  moved to Hawai i . I t ’s  an  incred ib le 

exper ience for  a  young person , but  I  took i t  for  granted . I  d idn ’t  rea l i ze  that  l i v ing  there  was  un l ike  any  other 

p lace . When I  was  14 , I  moved to Dana Po int , Ca l i forn ia  and at tended Dana Hi l l s  High  School . 

Why did you join the Navy?  Why did you choose the Naval  Academy?

There are  two s ign i f i cant  events  that  shaped my des i re  to  be  in  the  Navy  and to  pursue becoming  a  Nava l 

Av ia tor. The f i r s t : there  was  a  gent leman that  worked at  my h igh  school  as  a  groundskeeper. Ever ybody ca l led 

h im “Chie f ”  because  he had been a  Ch ie f  Pet ty  Of f i cer  in  the  Navy. When I  was  four teen years  o ld , he  sa id  to 

me that  I  was  exact ly  the  type o f  young person that  the  Navy  needs . He was  a  mentor  to  me in  h igh  school  and 

that  got  me th ink ing  about  i t . The second th ing  was  the  mov ie  Top Gun came out  when I  was  a  f reshman in  h igh 

school . See ing  how cool  those guys  looked in  the  mov ie , f ly ing  je ts  and be ing  av ia tors , got  me interested in 

pursu ing  th i s  career. 

Is  there any histor y of  mi l i tar y ser vice in your family?  Did anyone inspire you to jo in?

In  add i t ion to  my h igh  school  mentor, my unc le  was  an  a i rcrewman. He f lew in  P3s  and has  been an 

insp i ra t ion for  me . He cont inues  to  be  a  mentor  o f  mine , even today. He i s  ver y  proud o f  what  I ’ve  done . I  am 

proud o f  h im for  h i s  ser v ice , and grate fu l  for  h i s  in f luence on my l i fe . 

 

How do you maintain a healthy work/ l i fe  balance?

I t  i s  cha l leng ing . We ta lk  about  i t  a  lot  in  our  bus iness , but  we don ’t  do a  good job o f  adher ing  to  that 

mindset  o f  hav ing  a  good work/ l i fe  ba lance . My wi fe  he lps  me remember the  impor tance o f  set t ing  work as ide , 

when ab le , and focus ing  on my fami ly. I  know there  are  prec ious  moments  missed wi th  my fami ly  that  I  won ’t 

get  back , so  I  need to, and more impor tant ly  want  to, focus  on spend ing  t ime wi th  them. Hav ing  been in  the 

Navy  for  28 years , work i s  a lways  go ing  to  be  there , so  you have to  rea l ly  f i ght  to  preser ve  and ma inta in  the 

t ime you have wi th  your  f ami ly  and f r iends .

Was there a speci f ic  command where you learned the most about leadership?

A coup le  commands  come to mind . I ’ve  been b lessed to  have had command twice  a t  the  O-5 leve l , and 

then in  ma jor  command. I  was  the  execut ive  o f f i cer  for  Capt . Kenneth  Strong whi le  he  was  the  commanding 

o f f i cer  o f  He l i copter  Mar i t ime Str ike  Squadron (HSM) 77 . I  l earned a  lot , and he taught  me a  great  dea l  about 

leadersh ip, about  hav ing  a  h igh  s tandard , and about  expectat ions  in  command; not  jus t  expect ing  the  best  f rom 

the peop le  you are  b lessed to  work wi th , but  a l so  f rom myse l f . I  got  to  obser ve what  I  cons ider  not  jus t  a 

great  f r iend , but  a  great  pro fess iona l . 

Aboard the  USS San Anton io  (LPD 17) , not  on ly  was  i t  a  b less ing  to  command that  sh ip, but  i t  was  ver y 

cha l leng ing  to  go through a  ver y  d i f f i cu l t  phase  o f  the  sh ip ’s  l i fe  through the  complet ion o f  a  yard  per iod , then 

jumping  in to bas ic  phase , advanced phase , and the  f ina l  preps  for  the  dep loyment  that  warsh ip  i s  on r i ght  now.

G E T  T O  K N O W  T H E  N E W  C O 

C A P T .  G A U T
Interview by MC3 Robert Stamer




