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Jeffery Metzel, son of RADM and Mrs. Jeffrey C. Metzel, entered Staunton Military Academy 

(SMA) in the fall of 1940 as a sophomore and graduated as the Sergeant Major in Headquarters 

Company in 1943.  Following graduation from SMA, Jeff received an appointment to the Naval 

Academy beginning a stellar naval career that ended with his retirement as a Rear Admiral in 

1979.  Admiral Metzel was preceded in death in 2014 by Jean Balcome Metzel, his wife of 62 

years.  They had four children, Bill, Bob, Nancy, and Mimi. 

 

The following information was extracted from  an article written by Admiral Metzel, exclusively 

for the SMA Kablegram of November 2009. [Editor’s Note:  In that article, he was incorrectly 

designated  as “SMA ’47.”  As cited above, Jeffrey Metzel  was actually a three-year cadet at 

SMA, graduating in 1943.] 

 
Reflections of a USS NAUTILUS Skipper, by Rear Admiral Jeffrey C. Metzel, Jr. (Ret) 

 

“Command is the goal of all submarine line officers.  Being a skipper of a nuclear powered 

submarine is an honor, a unique responsibility, and a rewarding experience.  Command of USS 

NAUTILUS (SSN-571) was all of that.  I had  the privilege and want to explain.  This will cover 

. . . . some of my recollections as the fourth of her nine Commanding Officers. 

 

“….By the time I became Commanding Officer, 15 SSN’s (nuclear  powered submarines) and 4 

SSBN’s (nuclear powered ballistic missile  submarines) were in commission  and  NAUTILUS 

was using her fourth reactor core.  The days were over when NAUTILUS rarely got underway 



without important visitors.  Nuclear power had been sold, and she had become a working unit of 

Submarine Squadron TEN and submarine Division 102.   She had been out of shipyard overhaul 

for two years and was running well.  The next overhaul would be after my command  tour.  

Some of the “plank owners” were still in the thirteen officer and ninety two man crew.  Most of 

these people were qualified for more than one watch station, were qualified on NAUTILUS as a 

whole, and were wearing a “Qualified in Submarines” dolphins pin. 

 

“On 21 April 1962, NAUTILUS became my first sea command, goal #1 for sixteen years of 

commissioned service.  I was a Lieutenant Commander.  Qualification in Submarines and 

Qualification to Command Submarines had come while serving in four SS’s.  I had completed a 

Nuclear Power School for officers and had qualified as Chief Operator of the S1W prototype.  

NAUTILUS had the pick of the submariners in the fleet.  It should be remembered that a number 

of fleet submarines contributed their top talent.  Captain H.G. Rickover (later to become 

Admiral) personally selected the officers.   I was the Executive Officer of the commissioning 

crew of the fourth SSN.  On board SS’s, I had held every officer job except skipper.  During the 

two preceding years I worked for then Admiral Rickover and Commanding Officer of the 

Nuclear Power Training Unit at West Milton, New York.  Finally, I had just completed the 

required two months indoctrination in Admiral Rickover’s office.  As skipper, I felt a great 

responsibility for the sub and her crew, but also a national treasure. 

 

“NAUTILUS was on independent duty during the first month of my command.  We went to Key 

West to provide submarine services to several research and development programs.  That gave 

me a month to settle in as skipper.  The operations were interesting, and we were in and out of 

Key West every day, lots of ship handling in the confined waters.  It is a submarine tradition to 

have the In Port Duty Officer be the Officer of the Deck (the conning officer) getting underway 

and out of port.  Also, when coming into port, the officer who will be the In Port Duty Officer 

will be the Officer of the Deck and make the landing.  This tradition lets junior officers handle 

the boat.  I was a beneficiary when I was qualifying.  The Commanding Officer is responsible for 

the safety of his command.  He wants the junior officer to go as long as he can, but (the skipper 

must) be able to take the conn in time to avert trouble.  This is a fine line for a new skipper.  My 

first experience with this occurred as we first entered Key West.  Entering the basin, we came 

close to a refueling facility.  The Officer of the Deck misjudged his turn, and I took the conn. We 

came within three feet but did not hit.  After we were moored, the Engineer[ing] Officer told me 

that he had never seen a “back emergency” bell before.  Neither had I. 

 

“NAUTILUS, by submarine standards, was a comfortable boat.  She had a bit more living space 

than our world War II subs, but she still was a warship where the weapon systems and propulsion 

system have priority on space.  This being so, the crew had to get along with living close 

together.  The nuclear power plant made converting sea water to fresh routine; therefore, we had 

more water for personal use.  NAUTILUS had an oxygen generator which separated fresh water 

into oxygen and hydrogen with a way to get rid of the hydrogen.   There was also a way to 

routinely get rid of carbon dioxide.  As submariners, we received extra hazardous duty pay.   

 

“Would people have emotional problems when sealed up for long periods submerged?  That was 

a valid question.  It turns out that our crews are all volunteers, and they are very busy:  standing 

watch about one third of the time, maintaining their equipment, passing various qualifications, 



teaching and checking out shipmates for their qualifications, eating, studying for advancement, 

watching a movie, taking part in general drills, etc.  And they did sleep.  They were too busy to 

lose it emotionally.  Before a man could stand a watch station alone, he had to be formally 

qualified to do so.  He had to be able to rig each compartment for dive and emergencies, to use 

all emergency equipment, to demonstrate basic knowledge of all main systems, etc., in order to 

qualify on the boat.  Qualification in submarines is required to have the right to wear the “Twin 

Dolphins pin”:  silver for enlisted men and gold for officers.  Individual mistakes can put the 

boat and all hands in danger; therefore, the emphasis on qualifications.  General drills are held to 

develop the teamwork and to handle major “all-hands” evolutions like fire, collision, flooding, 

and battle stations.  These were held frequently and without warning until they ran smoothly, and 

then periodically to verify they still did. 

 

“While a high percentage of  my crew was well qualified at the start, there was a steady decline 

in that percentage as people were transferred to new [submarines under] construction.  It was 

always a major task qualifying the replacements.  The in and out flow only stopped when we 

were at sea.  The payoff was a smooth  running boat with an  occasional unexpected event.  

Once, we were deep and going fast, when a wire in the junction box parted.  The stern planes 

went to “full dive.”  NAUTILUS pitched over and started going deep rapidly.  The diving party 

immediately shifted to an alternate control for the stern planes and put them on “full rise.”  

Concurrently, the engine room shifted to “back full.”  In less than a minute, the boat was back in 

control. 

 

“Torpedoes were NAUTILUS’s weapons, and sinking enemy subs and ships was our likely 

wartime task…..At sea we could practice our attack center.  The best simulation was to have a 

live target and a torpedo retriever.  We did this at every opportunity……My goal was to give 

every officer on board at least one exercise as approach officer with a live torpedo shot against a 

live target.  Every torpedo exercise was written up and analyzed.   

 

“One of our tasks was to provide services to an anti-submarine warfare hunter-killer group which 

included an aircraft carrier and a group of destroyers.  They would try to find us and simulate 

killing us.  On one occasion, they could not find us.  We were right under the carrier with the top 

of our superstructure ten feet below the carrier’s keel.  This was possible because NAUTILUS 

had a unique “any height” periscope which gave me a good view with the top of the scope just 

inside our superstructure.  After a half hour of this, we pulled out ahead of the carrier and 

simulated firing a spread of torpedoes at the carrier.  They were surprised.  We made two special 

operations each lasting about two months plus a deployment to the Mediterranean.  We made 

short visits to England twice, France once, and Italy once. 

 

“My command of NAUTILUS was over after one and a half years when I was ordered to be 

Commanding Officer of one of the Polaris SSBN’s which was under construction.    While I was 

in the BIG N, three SSN’s and five SSBN’s had joined the fleet.   

 

“I would love to go back and do my Navy career over again.  The very best part was in 

NAUTILUS.  That superb experiment changed the Submarine Force and the Navy.  She is 

available for visiting as part of the Submarine Base in Groton, Connecticut.  Visitors may go 

down inside this remarkable and historic submarine.  The NAUTILUS crew was small like all 



submarine crews.   Everyone knew his shipmates, what they did, and how well they were doing 

it.  I learned that I could count on each of them to tell me what I needed to know, not what they 

thought I wanted to hear.  Many of the remarkable officer and men who made NAUTILUS run 

smoothly went on to great things.  A notable example was my first Executive Officer, Lieutenant 

Commander Kinnaird McKee, who went on to relieve Admiral Rickover when the great leader 

retired.”  

 

 

According to PasteBin.com 2013:  On July 1, 1962, NAUTILUS was awarded the Battle 

Efficiency "E" award for Submarine Division 102.  Operations in the summer and fall of 1962 

included participation in the naval quarantine during the Cuban missile crisis.  In early-1963, 

NAUTILUS was engaged in the evaluation of anti-submarine warfare defense.   On March 25, 

1963, NAUTILUS became the first ship to cruise one-quarter of a million miles on nuclear 

power.  During the remainder of the spring and early-summer of 1963, NAUTILUS operated  

independently conducting a variety of evaluation and  training exercises.  In August 1963, 

NAUTILUS again departed New London for the Mediterranean Sea to operate as a unit of the 

U.S. Sixth Fleet.  During a visit to Toulon, France, NAUTILUS was host to the Great Great 

Grandson of Jules Verne,  the author of  Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea.  During this 

same cruise NAUTILUS visited Naples, Italy. The NAUTILUS received letters of 

commendation from Commander, U.S. Naval Forces Europe, and the Commander, U.S. Sixth 

Fleet, for her performance during this cruise. NAUTILUS returned to New London in late-

September and on October 12, 1963. [Editor’s Note:  The preceding actions and awards 

occurred while NAUTILUS was commanded by Lieutenant Commander Metzel].   

 

Compiled and edited by Kelly McGavock, SMA 59.   

 

 

 

 

 
 


