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The paratrooper dropped from the sky with a thud, kicking up a cloud of dust as he hit the ground. Moving quickly, he stuffed his parachute into his kit bag, slung it over his shoulders and set out across the Drop Zone. He made his way through sagebrush until he reached a dirt road, where he suddenly found himself face to face with a man named Skip Polak.

“Welcome to Reno!” Polak said with a grin.


Polak, the manager at Stead Airport in Reno, Nev., was the self-described “welcome wagon” for the 118 82nd Airborne Division paratroopers who jumped onto Stead Airfield to kick off the 82nd Airborne Association’s 58th annual convention being held at Circus Circus Hotel and Casino in downtown Reno Aug. 18-21.

“God, this stuff is exciting. It makes me wish I never retired,” said Polak, a former servicemember himself, as he shook hands with each paratrooper passing by. 


The paratroopers represented every unit in the division. Back at Fort Bragg, they had begun assembling for the jump in the early morning darkness. Five C-130 airplanes were waiting on the tarmac at Green Ramp, Pope Airforce Base, to take them across the country. At around 4:30 AM they took off to begin the eight-hour journey to Reno.

Members of the 82nd Airborne Association began arriving at Stead Airport to watch the jump hours before the C-130s were scheduled to arrive. Dressed in their old uniforms or wearing 82nd Airborne Division baseball caps, they took seats in the grandstand while the pre-recorded sounds of the 82nd Chorus played over the public address system. Many veterans passed the time by reminiscing about their best and worst jumps.


At 9:00 AM Reno time, the conversations all hushed and everyone turned their eyes toward a distant speck in the western sky. It was the first C-130 approaching.

Inside the plane, Maj. Gen. William B. Caldwell IV, commander of the 82nd, waited at the door for the green light to come on. He was jumping first, followed by the division’s command sergeant major, Command Sgt. Maj Wolf Amaker. As soon as the plane crossed over the DZ, the green light came on and Caldwell leapt out into the sky.

In the stands below, cheers went up from the crowd as the first parachutes appeared in the sky.


Before long, each of the five C-130’s had made its passes and all 118 paratroopers were safely on the ground. What did they think of getting to Reno in such an unusual way?


“Hey, it beats driving,” said Pfc. William Hughes, a medic with Co. C, 407th Forward Support Battalion.


Once everyone’s boots were on the ground, the paratroopers formed up and marched three quarters of a mile from the drop zone to the airstrip where the crowd was waiting. As the troopers neared the grandstand, the crowd of more than 500 veterans, friends and family members began cheering and waving. Shouts of “Hooah!” and “Airborne!” rang out everywhere.

The paratroopers came to a halt in front of the grandstand and stood at parade rest while the crowd applauded them. They continued to stand there while the 82nd Airborne Association honored a few of its members for their contributions. Mrs. Corina Clauston, secretary to ten 82nd Airborne Division commanders, was also honored for her 16 years of service. The drop zone at Stead Airport was officially named after her. 

Clauston said she was honored and humbled to have the DZ named after her, and was proud to have her “small” contribution to the division recognized.


“I may not wear the double A on my shoulder,” she said, “but I wear it in my heart.”


Once the official ceremonies were completed, many of the 82nd Airborne Association’s veterans made their way out onto the airstrip to talk with the newest generation of 82nd paratroopers. 

While boy scouts handed out bottled water to the thirsty paratroopers, one group of WWII veterans stood talking to a group of young Operation Iraqi Freedom veterans. They compared the military equipment of different eras and bonded over the shared experiences of combat, jumping and bad Meals, Ready to Eat.


“This is a great opportunity to talk to some of the older veterans and find out what they know, since I’m still (new to the division) and have a lot to learn,” said Hughes.

“It’s a real privilege to be here,” said Sgt. Sara Miller, an early warning system operator with the 3rd Battalion, 4th Air Defense Artillery Regiment, echoing a common feeling among the active duty soldiers there.

Long after everyone had left the airport, the attitude of goodwill and shared respect that began with the jump onto Stead Airport remained. It was present everywhere during the next three days of the convention. As they bonded over beers and blackjack, the old and new members of the 82nd realized that being airborne wasn’t just a job description, it was membership into a special community.


Lt. Col. (Ret.) Ed Riley, a veteran of WWII, Korea and Vietnam attending his first convention, may have summed it up best. 

“I’ve never seen these guys in my life, but we’re all old friends,” he said.
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