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BIRTHDAY

An old friend turns 62 next week. 


On Monday, August 16 - National Airborne Day - the 82nd Airborne Division will celebrate its 62nd birthday with a 4-mile division run.


The run will begin at Division Headquarters and finish at Pike Field, where Maj. Gen. William B. Caldwell will have some words for the approximately 15,000 paratroopers expected to be present.

On August 16, 1999, President Clinton officially proclaimed August 16 National Airborne Day. The date was chosen to commemorate the anniversary of the Army’s first official parachute jump.


On August 15, 1942, almost two years to the day after that first jump, the 82nd was “born” at Camp Claiborne, LA. On that day, the 82nd Infantry Division was reorganized and redesignated as the 82nd Airborne Division – America’s first airborne unit.


The idea of dropping soldiers from the sky behind enemy lines had been around since Benjamin Franklin’s time, yet the technology and the will power to make it a reality didn’t come together until World War II. That changed when the first Parachute Test Platoon, composed of 48 volunteers, began training in July of 1940. 


The Test Platoon’s first jump came on August 16, 1940. Its success was a validation of the concept of the airborne paratrooper, and led to the creation of all the airborne units that followed, including the 82nd.  


“(Being a paratrooper) was something totally new,” said Betty Rucker, the artifacts collection manager for the 82nd Airborne Museum. “Those men had to have courage, tenacity and perseverance. I don’t know if they had any idea of the impact of what they were doing, but they made history.”
The Test Platoon wasn’t alone in its achievements, however. After its first “birthday” on August 15, 1942, the 82nd Airborne Division quickly etched its name into the history books as well. 

The 82nd conducted America’s first regimental combat parachute assault into Sicily, Italy on July 9, 1943. That was followed by another jump into Salerno on September 13. Those experiences prepared the paratroopers of the 82nd for their greatest test: OPERATION NEPTUNE, the airborne assault into Normandy that paved the way for the D-Day beach landings. It was the biggest airborne assault in history.


When the Army issued its official report on the operation, it described the 82nd’s involvement in these simple but stirring words: “33 days of action without relief, without replacements. Every mission accomplished. No ground gained was ever relinquished.”


The 82nd’s record of achievement has continued to grow ever since. From the Battle of the Bulge to the Battle of As-Samawah; from the Ardennes Forest of Germany to the jungles of Vietnam; from the beaches of Grenada to the mountains of Afghanistan; from freezing Bosnian winters to scorching Iraqi summers: whenever and wherever it has been called, the 82nd Airborne Division has answered.

It seems only fitting to celebrate National Airborne Day and the 82nd Airborne Division’s birthday on the same day, because for over 60 years now the words “82nd” and “airborne” have become almost inseparable. 


When the late Sen. Strom Thurmond introduced the first resolution into the Senate asking for a National Airborne Day in 1999, he recognized the 82nd’s long history of achievement and its contribution to airborne operations.

“The 82d Airborne Division was the first airborne division to be organized. In a 2-year period during World War II, the regiments of the 82d served in Italy at Anzio, in France at Normandy--where I landed with them--and at the Battle of the Bulge. During this tumultuous period in our Nation's history, these brave soldiers served with distinction, as they have done for 55 years,” Thurmond said. 
“It is only fitting that we honor them.”
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