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Prologue

As you read the following true story you may feel fear, anguish, sorrow, pain, shock, and maybe even dread.

The subject of the story certainly felt those emotions but considered himself to be taking part in a grand adventure on a scale he never imagined while growing up in rural America during the 1930s and early 1940s.

A teenager when he entered service to his country, and not older than 22 when he came home, he had no time to grow up, for he found himself thrust into the depths of a war, the likes of which the world had never witnessed. He rose to his respective challenges without complaint and performed above and beyond what most people today might consider a reasonable expectation.

As Gene Metcalfe boarded a C-47 paratroop transport plane to fly him to a drop zone outside of Nijmegen, Holland, in the first wave of Operation Market Garden, an upbeat British lieutenant handed him an unmarked cardboard box containing 12 dozen condoms. A mere 12 hours later Gene considered them to have been a bad joke as he found himself being interrogated by Heinrich Himmler deep in the bowels of a Charlemagne-era castle, machine gun-toting fanatics of the Reichsführer “SS” on either side of him.

The following are his recollections as explained to Marcus A. Nannini in a series of interviews conducted over the course of several years. The conversations, characters, and scenes set forth in this story are recreated to the best of Gene’s memory. The presence of Heinrich Himmler on the night of September 17/18, 1944, has not proven capable of independent verification. The search for definitive proof of his whereabouts on the night in question continues.


During the course of more than two dozen interviews, Gene was consistent in his recollections and especially with details, down to counting the number of stairs in Belvedere Castle at Nijmegen. Some of the conversations with his German captors are Gene’s interpretation of the original dialogues, most of which were part sign language, part German and part English. He occasionally uses incorrect German words as he pronounces the German language as he heard it in 1944/45, not necessarily as it was actually pronounced. His hearing was significantly compromised as a result of his right eardrum having been irreparably destroyed by a German “88” while at the same time losing some hearing in his left ear.

A special thank-you to First Lieutenant/Flight Instructor, veteran of 27 combat missions, recipient of three air medals, seven battle stars and Market Garden veteran, Harry E. Watson, USAAF (Retired) and Major Robert Bauman, USAF (Retired).

Thank you to my editor, Susanne C. Johnson, M.A.



CHAPTER ONE

Homework

It was a cold, dreary Tuesday morning, November 10, 1942. Nineteen-year-old Gene Metcalfe was attending his much dreaded math class at DeKalb High School in the small teachers college and farming town of DeKalb, Illinois. The class had finally settled down after dutifully handing in their respective homework assignments to their teacher, Mr. Hoppe.

Gene was not-so-patiently waiting for Hoppe to discover his homework was missing. He fidgeted in his seat as Hoppe slowly worked his way through the assignments. He watched Hoppe carefully marking off the names from the class list as he slowly progressed to the bottom of the stack of homework papers. Finally, after what seemed for Gene to have taken far too long, Hoppe, with a flamboyant flip of his fingers, dropped his pencil and looked directly at him.

“Mr. Metcalfe?” There was only the slightest hint of interest in his voice, which was just a notch above his usual monotone. Gene, being respectful, stood in response.

“Yes Sir?” It took all of his willpower to keep from laughing.
 
“Didn’t you do your homework last night, Mr. Metcalfe?” Hoppe’s tone of voice revealed his annoyance, which provided Gene with a little satisfaction for all the times he had struggled in Hoppe’s class over the last two and a half years.

“No Sir, I did not. In fact, I don’t plan to ever do math homework again.” Gene no longer could hide a smile, aggravating Hoppe all the more. Hoppe stood in response to the unexpected answer while simultaneously raising the level of his voice.


“Mr. Metcalfe!” He paused to assure himself he commanded everyone’s attention. “Just how do you expect to graduate next June if you don’t do your homework?”

“Sir,” he replied, “I don’t expect to graduate. In fact, I’ve just joined the 508th Paratroop Infantry Regiment and I’m leaving right this minute to report for duty!” He began to move toward the doorway and paused to deliver one final thought: “In a few months they’re going to have me parachuting right down on top of Hitler’s head when he’s at that mountaintop retreat of his so we can end the war!”

Without hesitating, Gene quickly walked up the aisle, right past an uncharacteristically quiet Mr. Hoppe and out the classroom door. Hoppe remained standing, his mouth wide open and a look of complete surprise on his face as Gene made his escape, the door quietly closing behind him.

It was obvious to the entire class Gene’s response was the last thing Hoppe expected to hear. In fact, they were all shocked, for he hadn’t spoken of his enlistment with any of his friends. A fellow senior, Betty, didn’t want to believe what she had just witnessed. She was confused, furious, and devastated. She hesitated a few moments, and before Hoppe could regain his composure she bolted out the door and down the hallway in pursuit of Gene.

She caught up with him just as he was pushing open the heavy wooden door he’d sooner never pass through again, frantically calling out his name. Gene considered for a moment whether he should wait and decided he owed her at least some explanation.

He turned to look at her for what he considered to be the last time. Betty’s haystack-colored hair was pulled back into a long ponytail. Her blue eyes were the unspoiled accent to her perfectly oval-shaped face, her nose turning up ever so slightly above what had become a set of quivering, red-lipsticked lips. Those quivering lips had been Gene’s weak spot since early in their relationship but now he was duty-bound to the Army. Quivering lips or not, he wasn’t going to be caving in to her desires.

With tears streaming down her cheeks, she expressed some understanding of his need to join the war eff ort. She told him she was under the impression they had agreed he would wait to enlist until after graduation so they could get married. She wanted to know what had happened to their plans to go to the local teachers college, graduate, get teaching jobs, have children, and spend their lives together.

As gently as Gene knew how, he explained the plans she spoke of were her plans and he had never agreed to them. He felt it would be better if he volunteered now and let fate dictate what happens to them. Her tears continued to flow as they embraced and shared a final brief and gentle kiss. Gene turned and quickly slipped through the heavy door. Betty blocked it from slamming shut with her foot. She stuck her head through the door and, sounding more hopeful than certain, she called out to him: “Gene, I’ll write you!”

Gene turned his head and paused just long enough to say: “That’d be swell, if you want to.”

Gene was due to report for duty at Camp Grant in Rockford, Illinois, the following morning and was focused on getting himself there on time. Rockford was about 40 miles away from his old clapboard home in DeKalb. Given it was mid-November, the distance was too far for him to cover on foot and he knew his folks wouldn’t help either. Though they had adopted him as an infant, his experiences told him his parents were not particularly supportive of any of his eff orts.

He was a sports star at DeKalb High School, having lettered in basketball, but his parents never revealed much interest in his high school eff orts, let alone attend even one of his events. Now and again he would share with his pal Jimmy the fact his mother on numerous occasions had make it painfully clear to him: “Although you are my only child, you are not necessarily my favorite.” In fact, when he was about eight years old one of his mom’s friends lost her only child, a boy, in a freak accident. At his own mother’s suggestion she sent Gene to live with the woman and her husband for an entire year, allegedly to help them overcome their grief. He barely ever saw either of his adopted parents during his year away.

In addition to being a naturally gifted athlete, Gene was an accomplished piano player. But no matter how hard he tried, and he gave it his best, he never could seem to elicit very much in the way of loving emotions from his mom. Her fondness for the piano had motivated him to learn the instrument in the first place. Unfortunately, his piano playing never appeared to have much in the way of an emotive eff ect on her. Still, he had a love for music and thoroughly enjoyed playing at home and at the homes of his many friends.

Art was another of his talents. A naturally gifted artist, he possessed the unique ability to beautifully recreate any scene, or person, from memory. If he noticed an interesting individual or location, he could recreate it on canvas many months later as if the subject were still directly in front of him.

He shrugged off the disinterest of his parents and applied himself to sports, the arts, and school, except for math, a class he believed to be the epitome of boredom. He considered himself to be pretty much on his own in life and seldom looked outside of himself for help.

About a year earlier he had been on a double-date at the local theater where the exciting Edmond O’Brien movie, Parachute Battalion, was the main feature. From that point forward he decided he would become a paratrooper, even though America had not yet been drawn into the war. He appreciated the fact paratroopers packed their own ’chutes and were responsible to themselves.

He had missed an entire year of school with a severe illness when he was very young, making him a year older than most of his classmates. He originally decided he would stay in school until he graduated but found it impossible to wait any longer and enlisted in the paratroopers on the afternoon of November 9, 1942. He would be reporting for duty on Armistice Day, November 11. However, his first order of business consisted of finding a way to get himself to Rockford as quickly as possible.

With only one primary road leading to Rockford, Gene began hitchhiking as soon as he reached the two-lane highway stretching out across miles and miles of harvested corn fields. He’d been trying to hitch a ride for nearly an hour when a black, two-door Ford businessman’s coupe pulled over. As he ran up to the car the driver pushed open the passenger door. Gene noticed a cloud of cigarette smoke pour out of the little coupe. He didn’t smoke and rationalized to himself: “A ride’s a ride.”

He hopped into the front seat, thanked the driver, and introduced himself. The driver off ered him a cigarette and stated his name was “Johnson, just Johnson.”


“So where ya head’n Gene?” Johnson asked.
 
“Rockford, Sir. I’ve joined the paratroopers and need to report for duty at Camp Grant first thing tomorrow morning.”

Gene recalls Johnson said to him that was “downright fine.” He told Gene he felt the paratroopers sure must be brave jumping out of perfectly good aircraft like they do. Johnson also told him: “I admire your courage.”

Johnson went on to explain there was no way you’d find him jumping out of a plane or even find him in a plane. He told Gene: “It ain’t natural.”

Johnson snuff ed out the butt of his cigarette and immediately lit another; Gene soon discovered he was a chain-smoker. As he was about to return the cigarettes to his shirt pocket, he stopped and off ered the pack to Gene.

“No thanks, Sir, I don’t smoke,” Gene responded.
 
“Take my word, kid, you’re better if ya don’t take up the habit; it may damn well kill you someday.”

After about 20 minutes of silence Johnson slightly let up on the gas pedal and asked Gene if he knew where he was going to spend the night, especially since it was below freezing. Gene had been pondering exactly the same question and explained he’d never given it much thought until then. He said his only concern was to be on time for reporting to Camp Grant in the morning.

Johnson drove a few more minutes when Gene noticed he was smiling. He told Gene he had an answer to his problem. Before explaining himself, he paused to light another cigarette. After taking a couple of puff s he proceeded to say he was buddies with just about everybody on the Rockford police force and was “damn near-certain” they’d be honored to put Gene up for the night. He said they’d probably feed him too.

Gene considered the off er for a few moments and responded: “Well, so long as they don’t lock me in a cell, that’d be just swell. Thanks!”

Gene relaxed and gazed out at the nearly barren farm fields, his mind wandering to the days he had hunted pheasants and rabbits in similar fields as the annual season opened in November each year. This November, however, there’d be no small game hunting, as he had only one thing in mind: joining the 508th Parachute Infantry Regiment.

Johnson proceeded to drive Gene to the Rockford police station. After thanking Johnson, Gene introduced himself to the desk sergeant; a balding, older man Gene thought looked like a grandfather he never had. He immediately took a liking to him and told the sergeant he was reporting to the 508th Paratroop Infantry Regiment the following morning and needed a place to sleep.

The sergeant greeted him with a hero’s reception. After vigorously shaking Gene’s hand, he directed one of his officers to triple up the mattresses in their “best cell.” When Gene thanked him, he addressed the sergeant by his rank. The sergeant immediately replied: “Just call me Frank. You’ll have your own sergeant soon enough!” Frank went on to say the Rockford Police Department would be “right proud” to put him up for the night. He told Gene they’d also feed him and drive him to Camp Grant in the morning. Gene was hugely relieved as the alternative would have meant sleeping on a sidewalk.

Frank motioned toward a pair of officers sitting nearby and ordered them to lend him a hand setting up cell eight. The two men jumped to their feet and were immediately on Gene’s heels as the group proceeded through a doorway and deeper into the building.

Upon arriving at cell eight, Frank directed the pair of officers to carry in a padded armchair. Frank, a quizzical expression on his face, was looking over the cell as if something was missing. “That’s it!” He turned, looked at one of the officers and said: “Go fetch a couple of extra pillows. We don’t want Gene to spend his first day as a paratrooper with a kink in his neck.”

Gene took a seat in the armchair as Frank motioned to the remaining officer and ordered him to call down to the Tic Tac Diner and order up a full steak dinner for their guest of honor. He told him to make sure they send over one of their cherry pies too. He made it clear to tell the diner they had a “VIP” guest and not to skimp on what he called, “the fixin’s.” The officer quickly disappeared toward the front of the station.

Frank returned his attention to Gene and told him to “Just sit back and relax while you can, son.”

Gene made himself comfortable in the easy chair and replied: “I plan to do just that.”



CHAPTER TWO

Camp Grant

The following morning Gene was greeted with a full breakfast, followed by a hot shower and a ride in a squad car to the main gate of Camp Grant—his first journey in a police car. After thanking Frank for the lift, he jumped out of the car and bee-lined for the guard shack at the camp entrance, where he was greeted by a dour-faced corporal, who would prove to be the basis of his dislike for non-coms.

“What the hell kind of trouble-maker are you, Mack?” The corporal’s voice was much more high-pitched than he anticipated, especially considering the corporal looked old enough to have served in the Great War. At first Gene was taken aback but quickly recovered.

“Oh, you mean my ride. I played it safe and got here yesterday. There was no way I was going to report late and I needed a place to spend the night so they took me in.”

The corporal gave him a quick once-over, shrugged his shoulders, reached into the guard shack, and pulled out a clipboard. He took the orders from Gene and without looking at them said: “Okay, kid. What’s your name?”

He provided his name and was further queried for his date of birth, the name of his recruiting officer, his father’s name, and the name of his high school. Gene wondered if everyone was subjected to so many questions or if the corporal was simply giving him a hard time. He assumed it was the latter.

Eventually the corporal was satisfied with the fact he was facing Gene Metcalfe, returned the orders, and directed him to a building just inside the gate where Gene was to report for duty. As he walked away, Gene paused and looked back at the corporal. Another recruit approached him and was quickly ushered through the gate, confirming Gene’s suspicions.
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Camp Grant during World War II.

Camp Grant served as a “Reception Center,” where Gene was only one out of the hundreds of thousands of recruits who would experience their first taste of military life there. It was also a training center for Military Police, firefighters, medical personnel, and, eventually, also served as a prisoner-of-war (POW) camp. Most new recruits would find themselves spending only three days at the camp before being assigned to their respective units. Gene would spend four days there. It would be a harbinger of a string of delays he’d experience with the Army.

A couple hours later, as Gene was standing in line waiting to be issued his uniform and clothing, he noticed a large sign exclaiming: “Look your best as appearance is important.” Another sign set forth the description and quantity of every piece of clothing he was to receive, right down to “three neckties.” He didn’t much like the notion of appearance being so important but decided he’d do what he had to do so he could become a paratrooper. He was singularly focused on graduating Parachute School and reasoned if he had to dress up a bit, he’d do it.


It took about two hours for Gene to finally reach a large window where a few sour-puss sergeants were roughly passing out each recruit’s stack of clothing. When he was handed his assigned stack, which included a pair of large, shiny black shoes, he was firmly advised to: “Take good care of this stuff ; it’s got to last ya, kid!”

Later in the afternoon Gene was undergoing a mandatory medical exam. Though he was in excellent physical condition the doctor was unhappy about his blood pressure. He decided it was too high and announced he was going to discharge Gene, making him ineligible for service in the military. Gene explained he always seemed to have high blood pressure, which didn’t appear to impress the doctor. After considering Gene’s continued argument, he decided to keep him in the hospital overnight and revisit the blood pressure issue in the morning.

First thing in the morning the doctor returned and measured his blood pressure again; it was still too high. In a matter-of-fact voice he informed Gene he couldn’t serve in the armed forces, which sent Gene’s mind into a panicked overdrive.

“Doc, what sense does it make to send me back to high school when we need every man we can get?” He didn’t stop there. “I played every sport we had and never once had a problem. My blood pressure’s not too high for me. Look at me. Have you seen anyone in better shape than I am this whole entire month?”

The doctor took off his thick-rimmed black eyeglasses and held them up for inspection as his forehead furrowed into a series of deep wrinkles. He pulled a handkerchief from his pants pocket, polished the lenses, and put the glasses back on. After taking a deep breath he replied: “Oh alright, I’ll let you move on. But mind you, they’ll just raise this issue again at Parachute School.”

“Doc, that’s good enough for me. Thanks!” Gene gave him a salute and very quickly exited the hospital as he feared the doctor might change his mind.

Gene spent the following three days submitting to eye exams, aptitude tests, drills, and various initiations into the “do’s and don’ts” of military protocol. He was also the butt-end of a prank one afternoon when he threw himself onto his bunk, only to discover, much to his surprise and dismay, someone had filled it with rocks. When he managed to roll himself out of the lumpy cot he noticed Joey Stickewicz was laughing the hardest among the recruits who had gathered around him.

Standing, Gene said: “Yeah, yeah, I guess I deserved that.” He smiled, though he was the subject of the prank.

“Consider us even for that damned cartoon you drew of me!” Stickewicz exclaimed as he promptly walked out, pretending to be upset.

Gene had been referring to him as “Joey the Stick,” referencing his slender build, and circulated a comic strip he sketched featuring Joey as a stick figure. It would not be the last time Gene would draw attention as a result of one of his comic strips. Though still a teenager, he had already formulated a firm belief that humor was an essential part of life, even should it occasionally land him in a little hot water or a bed full of rocks.

He quickly developed an appreciation for military routine and also enjoyed the food, though most of his fellow recruits found it very bland. A lover of team sports, he likened the men in his outfit to teammates. In his opinion, it was only a matter of being part of a larger team than he had ever played with in the past.

However, he was following a diff erent career path than most of the men at Camp Grant as he was singularly focused on joining the 508th, no matter what. No infantry, police regiment or medical unit for him. The only road he was interested in following was the one leading him to Parachute School and jumping out of airplanes.

After completing the program at Camp Grant over the course of four days, he was under the impression the Army was putting him on a train to Fort Benning, Georgia, where the Parachute School was located. He was mistaken. As it developed, Camp Toccoa, Georgia, was his next stop, where he joined the newly forming 501st Paratroop Infantry Regiment. Gene arrived the day following the regiment’s formal activation on November 15, 1942. He rationalized: “It’s not the 508th but it’s still a parachute regiment.”



CHAPTER THREE

Camp Toccoa

Camp Toccoa was where Gene hoped to begin work toward eventually earning his diploma from Parachute School. As the doctor at Fort Grant predicted, the examining physician at Camp Toccoa also determined his blood pressure was too high. Faced with a medical discharge, Gene, once again, stated his case. He pointed out it was November 1942, Hitler had a firm grip on Europe, and the United States was in a do-or-die struggle with the Japanese on an island by the name of Guadalcanal, and had been since August. He argued: “The Army needs every man it can get.” His argument proved to be persuasive; after spending his first night in the Camp Toccoa hospital he was granted medical clearance to join his regiment. It was the same day he received the first of what would prove to be scores of letters from Betty, who tenaciously clung to the hope they had a future together.

Gene wasn’t much for writing but did send her, and his parents, the occasional postcard or letter. He had never been particularly adept at expressing himself with words and preferred to convey his thoughts by relying upon art as his medium for self-expression. Consequently, each postcard and letter contained a pen, or pencil, sketch as a supplement for words.

Though Gene had signed up to join the 508th Parachute Regiment, he found himself reassigned. Whether the reassignment was in error or intentional, he never would know. The 501st Parachute Infantry Regiment, 82nd Airborne, at Camp Toccoa was, at a minimum, his temporary home. He soon learned formal parachute training would take place at Fort Benning, as Toccoa lacked an appropriate airstrip. Toccoa was simply a necessary first step toward earning his diploma.
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Camp Toccoa, Georgia.

Part of the training routine included a 5-mile march each day, sometimes taking them past the Toccoa Casket Company, which Gene found to be a little disconcerting. Camp Toccoa had originally been named “Camp Robert Tombs,” after a Confederate General. A quick-thinking commander thought it best to disassociate the camp from mental images of caskets and tombs and ordered a name change from “Tombs” to “Toccoa,” a reference to the nearby town of Toccoa, Georgia.

The near-daily 5-mile march was barely a warm-up. A particularly strenuous part of the conditioning regimen included a 6-mile round-trip run to the summit of Currahee Mountain. Thanks to his sports background and overall excellent physical condition, Gene didn’t think much of the run, though many of his fellow recruits would strongly disagree.

The commander of the 501st was Colonel Howard Johnson. His peers called him by his nickname, “Skeets,” though nobody seemed to know how he had acquired the moniker. Johnson was an Annapolis graduate, having transferred to the Army following graduation, and was known as being a hard-nosed, no-nonsense officer with a flair for the dramatic. He put himself in the forefront of the training exercises. Gene and his fellow paratroopers loved him. Johnson set the tone for the months to follow and Gene considered himself lucky to be a part of his command, even though he generally had little use for officers.
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Colonel Howard “Skeets” Johnson was killed in combat during post-Operation Market Garden engagements.

Being a member of an airborne infantry regiment required, as part of the training, becoming expert marksmen. The problem was Camp Toccoa lacked a rifle range. Consequently, Gene and his platoon would routinely embark on 30-mile, each way, hikes to the rifle range at Clemson Agricultural College for extended instruction. Gene soon proved to be the best marksman in the battalion and caught the eye of his sergeant who, unbeknownst to Gene, had him under consideration for an elevation in rank to serve as his corporal.

Gene considered hand-grenade training to be the most dangerous exercise. There was a series of hand-grenade training “pits” dug out and strung in a long row across an open field. Each pit was assigned an instructor/sergeant tasked with the unenviable assignment of teaching recruits how to properly and safely throw a hand grenade. It was a three-part motion.

The sergeant would be waiting in the bottom of the pit for the next recruit to scurry down into the pit with him. He’d instruct the recruit to grasp the grenade in the palm of his throwing hand. The second order was to “pull the pin” while keeping a firm grasp on the handle. Letting go of the handle would trigger about a 10-second fuse, after which the grenade would explode with intentionally lethal consequences. Once the pin was pulled he’d yell out: “Prepare to throw!” The trainee would release the handle, pull his arm back, and the sergeant would immediately shout: “Throw!”
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An American World War II hand grenade. Pull the pin while grasping the handle, prepare to throw, release the handle, and throw.

The procedure was simple enough when written into the training manual. A nervous trainee would sometimes let go of the grenade at the same moment he opened his hand to release the handle, causing the lethal grenade to fall to the bottom of the pit. The mistake would immediately send the sergeant and the trainee scrambling over the sides and hitting the dirt as the grenade exploded. Both men would experience a “dirt shower” and try again until it became second nature. Everything the would-be paratroopers learned had to become second nature as their lives would depend upon it.


Training at Fort Toccoa was nearing completion and Gene was looking forward to moving on to Fort Benning for intensive parachute training and graduation from the Parachute School located there. Unfortunately, his military career was about to be inadvertently side-tracked.

On a Sunday afternoon the camp was nearly deserted as most everyone had been granted a weekend pass. After all, their time at Toccoa was ending and most of the men had sought out a little relief before what they referred to as “the real training” began at Fort Benning. Gene didn’t have anywhere to go so he hung around the barracks and was in the showers doing his laundry. In fact, he was nearly finished and was rinsing the soap from his fatigues when a newly promoted corporal Gene referred to as “Big Stoop,” a reference as much to his brain power as it was to his surname, poked his nose through the doorway and called out to Gene: “I need y’all to get yourself over to the Orderly Room, check out the machine gun and clean it.” Big Stoop’s southern-accented tone was matter-of-fact and didn’t convey any urgency. After all, it was a laid-back Sunday afternoon on a near-deserted training base and Gene was likely the only man he could find to order around.

Gene replied, also in a matter-of fact tone of voice: “Okay, just let me finish rinsing the soap out of my coveralls.”

Big Stoop stood still for a moment, staring at Gene, then disappeared.
 
Gene reasoned the machine gun wasn’t going anywhere and knew full well he couldn’t just leave his laundry lying around without repercussions. On the second day of camp he’d learned the hard way that the slogan “neatness counts” was a set-in-stone fact of military life so he was not about to leave half-washed laundry sitting out in the open for some officer to stumble upon. He cringed at the memory of being assigned a week of Kitchen Police duty simply for leaving his clean laundry on top of his bunk, instead of being properly stowed away and wasn’t about to make a similar mistake.

He had just finished hanging his fatigues up to dry when Big Stoop returned and again, in a matter-of-fact tone, said: “Metcalfe, y’all’s wanted in the Orderly Room.” He didn’t wait for an answer and disappeared.

In a few minutes Gene arrived at the Orderly Room to discover Big Stoop and a “90-day wonder” second lieutenant he knew to be still fighting the Civil War, along with two Military Police, were waiting for him. In a heavy southern drawl the lieutenant asked: “Is this here the felon y’all told me about?”

Big Stoop replied: “He sure as hell is!”

The lieutenant walked to within about a foot of Gene, who was both shocked and perplexed. He barked out: “Y’all was ordered to check out a machine gun and clean it!” He paused as he angrily stared Gene directly in the eyes, having moved within inches of Gene’s face.

“Y’all failed to show up and in my book that’s insubordination!”
 
“Oh? What’s that?” Gene was not being sarcastic. All the fuss had taken him completely by surprise, and he was thinking this is exactly the kind of trouble he’d been trying to avoid when he made the decision to finish his laundry first, before going to the Orderly Room to fetch the machine gun.

The lieutenant backed off a couple of steps when he recognized Gene didn’t possess a southern accent, almost as if Gene might be contagious. He looked him over from head-to-toe with clear disdain and said: “Y’all’s disobeyed a direct order and in my book that’s insubordination. Y’all’s either dumber than a load of bricks or y’all’s insubordinate and y’all’s can’t be that dumb! Report here first thing tomorrow and bring y’all’s belongins’ with ya!”

The following morning Gene reported to the Orderly Room to find several soldiers standing around, duff el bags in tow. He asked them what they were doing there and they told him they’d had enough. All of them had quit the paratroopers and were shipping out to other regiments. When he asked them where they were shipping off to nobody had an answer other than “anywhere but here.” They simply wanted out of the paratroopers and didn’t care where they were going or what they’d be doing.

Sergeant De Salvo, his platoon sergeant, walked into the room, noticed Gene’s duff el bag and appeared puzzled. De Salvo was known to be a stern yet fair man. He was also a southerner who, in Gene’s opinion, was no longer fighting the Civil War.

“Metcalfe, what the hell’s goin’ on here? Why weren’t y’all at roll call?” he demanded.

“Well Sarge, Big Stoop got me kicked out of the regiment and I think they’re sending me off to repeat basic training.” He proceeded to explain what had happened, which fairly well enraged De Salvo who, still unbeknownst to Gene, was on that very same day going to request he be promoted to act as his corporal.

“Come on, we’re going to the captain!” De Salvo was so mad his face had turned beet red.

About 30 minutes later Gene, De Salvo, Big Stoop, and the young second lieutenant found themselves standing before their unit’s captain.

De Salvo pled his case and stated Gene was an important member of his squad and he intended to promote him to serve as his corporal. De Salvo pointed out the relative pettiness of the circumstances, reiterating the fact Gene was completely unaware he was being “insubordinate” and in fact wasn’t even familiar with the term.

[image: image]

Gene is all smiles as he poses at the top of Currahee Mountain on a Sunday morning in early 1943.


“How could he be guilty of doing something he didn’t even know he was doing?” De Salvo exclaimed.

The young second lieutenant proved to be more ticked-off than Big Stoop and refused to back down. It was February 1943, and instead of shipping off to Fort Benning for parachute training he was forced to repeat basic training. His new home would be at Fort McClellan, Alabama.

What he didn’t know at the time was that the punitive action taken against him by Big Stoop and the young second lieutenant would keep him out of future action in North Africa, Italy, and France. Perhaps by delaying his training they inadvertently saved his life.
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