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From “Navy—It’s not a job, it’s an 
adventure” to “America’s Navy,” 

there has been one consistency over the 
last 30 years. Even that consistency has 
come to an end. 

Retired Master Chief Electronics 
Technician Jose Sierra enlisted under 
then-President Ronald Reagan and 
retired after serving on board USS 
Ronald Reagan (CVN 76). 

 “Ronald Reagan is probably one of my 
favorite presidents,” he said.  

In 1990, Sierra started his Navy 
adventure aboard USS Saratoga (CV 60) 
in support of Operation Desert Storm 
from the Persian Gulf. He said he will 
never forget the night of December 20 
when Saratoga anchored off the coast of 
Haifa, Israel for his second port visit.   

“There are a lot of stories I can tell, but 
this one will always stick in my head,” 
he said.  

Sierra was woken up at midnight 
on board the ship and told to turn on 
his equipment–he was an air traffic 
controlman at the time. A liberty 
boat had capsized. Twenty one Sailors 
drowned. 

“I knew three of the Sailors who were 
in my division and they are still very 
dear to my heart,” said Sierra. “To this 
day, I remember them and try to honor 
them anyway I can.” 

Saratoga was decommissioned in 1994, 
but the 21 Sailors are memorialized in 
Mayport, Florida—a place Sierra visited 
years later to pay his respects. 

Sierra reported to his next duty station 
as a second class petty officer working in 
the White House with men and women 
from all branches of the armed forces.  

“I met the President once,” said Sierra. 

“At the end of my tour, I had my picture 
taken with President Bill Clinton in the 
Oval Office.”  

Sierra said the highlight of his career 
was “working with the people in the 
White House—they are the best the 
armed forces have to offer. My view of the 
Navy at that time was a Sailor only saw 
their chief because they were in trouble. 
When I got to the White House, I really 
took a lot from the leadership style of the 
Army and Air Force noncommissioned 
officers and tried to bring that back with 
me to the Navy.”   

Sierra left the White House as a 
chief petty officer and used this new 
leadership in duty stations around the 
world, including his native land. Before 
moving to the continental United States 
and enlisting, Sierra spent the first 24 
years of his life growing up in an area 
inf luenced heavily by music and dance. 

“Being from Puerto Rico, it’s what 
we do,” he said. “There’s a party every 
weekend and dancing everywhere.”

Salsa dancing became a source of 
comfort for Sierra when he was far from 
home. He became depressed as he left 
his family behind his first time in Japan. 
Returning to his roots helped him get 
through challenging times.

 “I got into salsa dancing to the point 
that it became my therapy,” he said. 

Sierra plans to continue salsa dancing 
since retiring, including traveling to 
salsa festivals around the world. 

 “It’s something I really enjoy—it 
keeps you young,” he said. “Even before 
when I was in a foreign country and 
heard salsa music, I felt that ache inside. 
That’s what I do in my free time now—I 
go salsa dancing.” ■
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It’s 4 o’clock in the morning. He 
rolls out of bed, chugs some water 

and laces up his running shoes before 
stepping out the door. It’s still dark as he 
mentally prepares for the day. 

Forty-four miles. The distance he will 
cover today - on foot. This is a race, and 
he is ready to compete. 

As he drives to the start, he sees the path 
ahead. Mount Fuji towers before him, its 
steep curves glaring at him menacingly. 
He can see the humidity in the air, but 
he is ready.

Chief Interior Communications 
Electrician Christopher King, Ronald 
Reagan’s combat systems interior 
communications leading chief petty 
officer, from Kendall, New York, runs 
ultra marathons in his spare time.  

“I just run,” said King. “I lace up after 
work, regardless of the day, and I put in 
miles. Some days I’ll put in three to five 
miles, other days I’ll put in 20. I just run.” 

A marathon is 26.2 miles, or about 
33,000 steps, and is considered by 
athletes like Jason Fitzgerald, who ran a 
marathon in 2 hours, 39 minutes—one of 
the most physically exhausting tasks the 
human body can undertake. Any further 
is considered an ultra marathon.

“It’s different when you do it 
competitively,” said King. “Diet is huge 
and training is relentless. A lot of people 
will call you crazy, but I find it calming. 
One of my favorite quotes is from 
poet John Dryden and goes, ‘There is a 
pleasure, sure, in being mad, which none 
but mad men know.’”

King runs various races, including 

mud runs, Spartan races, marathons and 
ultra marathons. 

“If it has a medal and a t-shirt, I usually 
sign up for it, regardless of distance,” said 
King.

King says the races are arduous 
events. His personal record for the half-
marathon is 1 hour, 41 minutes and his 
marathon record is 4 hours, 5 minutes. 

“I don’t do races for time,” said King. 
“I just look for the victory in finishing. 
I’ve done events that were meant to be 
8-10 hours long and wound up to be 14-
16 hours. You have to train your mind to 
think a different way.”

Training is a major key to success, 
according to King. He runs 20 to 30 
hours on a weekly basis.

“It’s time consuming,” said King. “You 
have to have mental toughness. Running 
on days you’re not feeling 100% is going 
to happen. You have to train, because 
on race day, you want to have a strong 
finish and a solid performance overall. If 
you’re dedicated to your art, or whatever 
you’re passionate about, you’re going to 
give it your all. You’ll find time to make it 
happen instead of making excuses.”

According to CNN, the oldest person 
to ever complete a marathon was a 100-
year old man named Fauja Singh. King 
said he believes anyone can complete an 
ultra marathon with proper training.

“Last year I used to ‘sweep course’, or 
bring in the last runner,” said King. “I ran 
into a woman that had been out on the 
course for almost seven hours on a 10-
mile course. She was getting to the point 
of muscle fatigue and failure where she 

could not properly perform a burpee, 
but she refused to give up. Those types of 
people that have that mental fortitude are 
the ones that inspire me to be more.”

According to ESPN, a Belgian runner 
named Stefaan Engels ran a marathon 
every single day in 2011, totaling 9,570 
miles.

 “Just try everyday,” said King. “It 
doesn’t have to be a killer workout, it just 
has to be a victory. Every small victory 
builds up to the bigger ones. We want 
everything done now and don’t have 
patience. You’re not just going to walk 
out and run your first ultra and that’s it. 
You have to start somewhere.”

King said failure is one of the greatest 
tools in learning. He wants his Sailors, 
and anybody who is trying to pursue a 
healthier lifestyle to make an attempt to 
better themselves.

“You don’t have to get the trophy every 
time. You don’t even have to finish. That’s 
what makes these races so exciting,” said 
King. “That’s what makes the victory so 
much sweeter. I did something that I 
never thought I could do, and I proved 
myself wrong. With dedication and 
proper training, you can do anything.”

King said his mission is not over after 
the marathon. He takes the experience 
back to Reagan to relay the wisdom to his 
Sailors.

“At the end of the day, you need to 
ask what you’re doing for yourself,” said 
King. “What’s our end goal? There’s 
going to be a life after the Navy. There’s 
going to be a life after all of this. You just 
need to prepare for the long distance.” ■

Story by MC3 Cody Hendrix
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