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Winter training.  I don’t know 
about you, but those two words 
conjure up a very distinct set of 
thoughts in my mind.  I immediate-
ly envision cold air.  So cold that it 
pierces your lungs with what feels 
like a thousand little needles.  I pic-
ture being trained to find shelter 
from anything that nature provides:  
A fallen tree, a cave, or even just dig-
ging a hole in the snow.  I imagine 
cold, wet, and numb hands scram-
bling to scrape the wet bark from 
pieces of wood in order to even at-
tempt to make a fire.  I think of all 
these hard tasks, from the warm, 
sunny location of Homestead, Flori-
da.  Just what in the world do Home-
stead and Winter Training have in 
common you ask?  It is the winter 
home of the US Army’s elite para-
chute team, the Golden Knights, 
and I am lucky enough to share with 
you a little of what winter training 
means to them.

The day starts early and it’s 7:00 
am as I walk into an unassuming 
building on Homestead Air Reserve 
base.   I step in and immediately 
meet my contacts for the trip, Mrs. 
Donna Dixon, and Mr. Mike Battise.  
Donna is the media relations super-
visor for the team, and Mike is the 
team’s videographer.  We exchange 
pleasantries for a few minutes, get-
ting to know each other a little in a 
way that feels very familiar and wel-
coming.  Perhaps it's the shared pas-
sion for all things photography, or 
for the Golden Knights, but quickly 
we find ourselves conversing in a ca-
sual, friendly way.  In the media re-
lations office along with Donna and 
Mike are Dave Herwig and Will Fal-
lon.  Together, they form the team 
that is responsible for interfacing 
with the media around the world, a 
responsibility that has an enormous 
number of tasks.  Things like sched-

uling interviews, documenting all of 
the team’s activities with video and 
still photography, providing graphics 
to media outlets as well as to fans at 
local airshows.  We don't get to chat 
long before I’m told that one of the 
jump teams was already in the air, 
and that we should get outside and 
get started because winter training 
wasn’t going to wait for us.

We step out into the sun around 
7:30 and I am quickly given the tour 
of the landing zone.  As soon as 

you step onto the grass, there is a 
large, black, open-air tent.  Inside, it 
houses the gear bags and miscella-
neous items for both the Black and 
Gold jump teams.  In the middle of 
the field is a large black and gold 
windsock, placed there to give the 
jumpers a glimpse of what the wind 
is doing during their final approach.  
Immediately to the right of the 
windsock is the "X marks the spot" 
target.  When the team is scoring 
accuracy, each jumper is critiqued 
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in how close to dead-center he/she 
is upon landing.  In the back section 
of the landing zone is a large field 
where jumpers who are practicing 
swooping, one of the more exciting 
landings the Golden Knights skill-
fully demonstrate, make their high-
speed approaches and landings.  

I hear the sound of twin-turbo-
prop engines overhead and look up.  
Jumpers are already away, and can-
opies are open.  I find myself almost 
mesmerized watching the team 
floating down under their para-
chutes.  The gold color in striking 
contrast against the early morning 
blue sky was quite beautiful.   I stay 
in this daze, watching them drift 
along in the wind like leaves that I 
almost miss the first jumper already 
on his final approach.  I quickly raise 
my camera and get to work.  The 
jumper is getting closer and closer 
in my view finder as I keep happi-
ly snapping shots and backing my 
zoom out farther and farther.  In 
what seems to be a blink of any eye, 
I'm at the widest view my lens will 
give me, yet the jumper keeps get-
ting closer and closer.  I feel a slight 
twinge in the back of my neck.  "Kev-
in, you’ve done something wrong.  
You're in his way and he's going to 
simply land ON you."  Donna, sens-
ing what I was thinking, coolly leans 
over and says "don't move."  Sure 
enough, the jumper lands well clear 
of me, and I chuckle internally as I 
look at Donna and smile.  "Safety 
is of the utmost priority for the 
Golden Knights" Donna starts, and 
begins to explain that the jumper 
knows what both he, and the wind 
is doing.  So he is going to put him-
self into the most safe and precise 
position possible...in that order.  By 
moving from your spot at the last 
second out of fear, you might just 
walk right into his intended land-
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ing spot potentially causing an ac-
cident.  Point taken and solidified:  
Don't move.

One by one, the Gold team 
makes their landings.  All the while, 
being watched and graded by the 
team's senior staff.  The winds are 
fairly light this morning, so most are 
landing right on target.  Others, be-
ing hit by unexpected gusts of wind, 
are blown a few feet away.  As each 
jumper lands, I begin to notice the 
team congregating in the grass just 
in front of the black gear tent.  These 
guys aren't on the ground for 5 min-
utes before they are lined up and 
working hard to repack their para-
chutes.  You can tell by the ease of 
which they perform this duty, that 
it's something that has been per-
formed hundreds of times by each 
member of the team.  In a matter 
of 15 minutes, a jumper will have 
landed, repacked his parachute, 
and begin to review the jump with 
the team leader and the rest of the 
team.  It's usually not too much lon-
ger before the transport bus pulls 
up, and the team loads back up to 
make their way over to the jump 
plane for another jump.  The effi-
ciency of the operation is impres-
sive.

In the short break between 
jumps, I am enjoying the music 
playing on a set of loud speakers 
when all of a sudden I hear famil-
iar words, in a familiar tone, saying 
"Gooood afternoon ladies and gen-
tlemen."  I look over, and see one of 
the jumpers with a microphone in 
his hand beginning to practice the 
narration that is part of each dem-
onstration.  Every member of the 
Golden Knights team is required to 
know, and be proficient at deliver-
ing the demonstration’s narration.  
It's easy to assume that the team 
performing at your local airshow is 

the whole of the Golden Knights.  
Not true.  The Golden Knights are 
made up of several demonstration, 
tandem, and competition teams 
that are sent all over the country 
and world.  Making sure that each 
member can perform the necessary 
narration insures that a narrator 
is always ready while on the road.  
Several times throughout each day, 
I find myself hearing "and now la-
dies and gentlemen if you would di-
rect your attention high and to the 
right...." Instinctively I turn my head 
and look high and to the right, only 
to see nothing but blue sky, and I 
chuckle internally with embarrass-
ment after realizing it’s just another 
team member practicing.  

Time is quickly flying by as it al-
ways does, and I find myself sensing 
a connection within the group.  It 
doesn't jump out right away, and it's 
not something that you can simply 
point to a few actions and say "ah 
ha...there...that's family."  It's a col-
lection of observations of the group 
as a whole over time.  These men 
and women not only click amaz-
ingly well as a team, that goes with-
out saying, but you can see that it 
goes much farther than that.  They 
are one large family.  And, it's infec-
tious.  Several times I find myself 
almost cheering "great landing" 
to someone.  I catch myself, and 
think "What do I know?  I'm just a 
photographer from Cleveland!"  So 
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I smile, and shout it out inside of 
my head...I can't help it...being this 
close you really feel like part of the 
group.

It's getting close to noon as I 
start to feel the familiar twinge of 
hunger in my stomach.  A group of 
Knights are just finishing re-packing 
their parachutes, so I start to make 
my way back to building to grab a 
quick bite to eat.  I'm almost to the 
door when I hear the call over the 
radio.  Jump plane is inbound for a 

hot target.  Did I miss something?  
I look around and realize that the 
Gold team is packing, yet the Black 
team is nowhere to be seen.  That's 
because they are 12,000 feet above 
me, about to make yet another 
jump.  That's what winter training 
is all about for the Knights.  If the 
wind and weather cooperate, jump-
ing is the goal of the day, and this 
team works amazingly hard at it.  
Prepare, jump, land, repack, and re-
view.  Prepare, jump, land, repack, 

and review.  They do this over and 
over, with only a 5 minute bus ride 
from the landing zone to the air-
field in which to grab a quick lunch.  
At first glance, touring all over the 
world and country jumping out of 
airplanes might appear to be an 
easy job, but these guys work inces-
santly hard to bring the very best to 
each and every demonstration they 
perform.

I abandon my lunch and head 
back out onto the landing zone to 
capture images of the Black team's 
jump.  Just as they finish landing, I 
hear the transport bus' engine fire.  
Mike steps up and asks "want to go 
for a ride?"  I quickly grab my jacket, 
fill out the necessary forms, and be-
fore I know it I'm with the Gold team 
heading towards the flight line.  We 
pull up to an already running plane 
and the team exits the bus.  The 
jumpers form a line and perform 
a quick equipment check on each 
other.  I fall into the back of the line, 
and we all make our way across the 
50 yards of tarmac, and then up the 
waiting steps of the jump plane.  
Both I and my camera are secured 
with two seat belts.  It might seem 
a little excessive, but when you 
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are seated at the very last spot on 
a bench a whole four inches from 
the always-open door, you tend to 
be thankful for those two strips of 
fabric making sure you don’t fall.  
We taxi out to the runway, and all 
is well until the pilot advances the 
throttle for takeoff.  I know that tur-
boprop engines do not have after-
burners, but it sure felt like it.  Most 
of us have felt the acceleration of a 
commercial jet.  This is easily twice 
as much.  I have to lean into the di-
rection we're accelerating and place 
my foot farther out just to keep 
from tipping over.  I glance up, and 
several of the guys closest to me 
are watching my feeble attempts at 
looking cool with a casual grin on 
their faces.  In my head, I was cool 
hand Luke, but in reality I probably 

looked a lot like a cat in cold water 
scrambling for a foothold. 

The Fokker F-27 is large enough 
to fit the entire jump team and my-
self comfortably.  The only down-
side of this particular plane is that 
it is much slower reaching jump al-
titude then the De Havilland Twin 
Otter that the tandem team uses 
for their jumps.  While you might 
not think that is a significant fact, 
but when sitting next to an open 
door waiting to hit jump altitude, 
it counts.  They say on average, you 
lose three degrees for every 1,000 
feet of elevation.  That means with 
the first jump at 7,000 feet, it’s 21 
degrees cooler then on the ground.  
Doesn’t seem bad at first, but then 
you have to factor in the wind-chill 
generated by sitting next to an open 

door of a climbing aircraft.  
A few of the team members chat 

with me as we climb.  It's a friendly 
banter of "where are you from’s” 
and "how are you holding up’s” to 
obviously required “are you cold 
yet?"  Thankfully, their distraction 
worked, because before I could re-
ally focus on the wind chill, the 
first audible alarm is going off and 
the team begins to stage for the 
jump.  The jump master leans out 
of the door, focusing on the landing 
zone.  He relays, through the use of 
hand-signals, directional changes 
the pilot needs to make to keep the 
plane on the right track.  Just be-
fore the jump, the jump master sig-
nals with his arms crossed in an X 
- a "Hot Target."  That call is echoed 
by each member of the team down 
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become as I step off of the trans-
port bus, and into the grass.  The 
jump plane flies overhead and af-
ter a few seconds, you can begin to 
make out a cloud of tiny gnats form-
ing behind the plane.  It's amazing 
to look at it and think that they are 
not gnats, but 20-some individual 
men and women falling together 
towards the earth at over 120 MPH.  
They hold their formation for sev-
eral seconds and then break apart, 
each tracking away from the other 
to ensure safe separation before 
deploying their parachutes.   They 
drift gently down from the sky, in 
that “fall leaves” way, and enter a 
pattern to land.  Due to the higher 
winds, the team sides with safety 
and "scrambles" the target.  By fold-
ing the X-marks-the-spot target in 
on itself, it tells the jumpers in the 
air that they should only land in a 
safe location, and not aim for the 
target.  One by one they float in, 
landing in different locations, but 
all still very close.  A group of Boy 
Scouts and Webelos have been in-
vited on base to watch, and it’s fun 
to see the excited looks on their fac-
es, and to hear the oooohs and ah-
hhhhs.  After the team safely lands, 
they invite the kids over to watch 
and even help them repack their 
parachutes.  Some of the kids look 
a little star struck, frozen in place, 
as a team member asks him to hold 
part of the parachute.  Others seem 
to be so diligent and excited about 
that the task.  There are several that 
I'm sure if asked, would strap on a 
parachute and make a jump them-
selves.  

Sadly, the winds keep growing 
larger and larger as the entire team 
interacts with the kids.  It's not too 
long before they peak over the 20 
mph mark.  That initiates a 30-min-
ute weather hold.  Again focusing 

on safety first, the Golden Knights 
will not jump if the wind speeds at 
the landing zone are greater than 20 
mph.  It's simply too dangerous to 
attempt pin-point landings of 10 or 
more people in those kinds of winds.  
I stand next to the anemometer, 
watching the smiles on all the little 
kids’ faces, as well as some big kids 
faces too, but disappointedly I keep 
seeing the wind speeds increase.  
The 30 minutes go by, and the wind 
speeds are now gusting upwards 
of 25 mph.  The forecast confirms 

that it's not expected to lessen, and 
team leaders have no other choice 
but to scrub the rest of the day.  The 
team takes it in stride, and simply 
spends more time with the kids.  
Dave Herwig and Will Fallon make 
sure that each of the scouts has a 
team flyer, and a Golden Knights 
pin.  Armed with this gear, the kids 
walk around talking with each of 
the Golden Knights, asking for au-
tographs and to pose for pictures.  
This is where the Golden Knights’ 
work is really done.  Jumping into 

the length of the fuselage.  I barely 
have enough time to verify my cam-
era settings before the team begins 
the jump.  One by one they exit the 
aircraft and leap into the 120 MPH 
wind.  Before I know it, I'm the only 
one left in the very rear of the plane.  
Sergent Jusseppe Silvagnoli, looks 
back from his position and gives me 
a thumb’s up.  I respond with a smile 
and a thumbs up of my own as I feel 
the plane quickly pitch forward and 
the pilot come off of the throttles.  

We circle in the pattern a couple of 
times as we descend, until I finally 
see the runway ahead through the 
cockpit windows.  We touchdown 
perfectly and then taxi over to the 
ramp.  The transport bus is already 
there waiting with the Black team, 
ready for their next jump.

The team quickly loads up into 
the Fokker, shaking hands with 
Jusseppe as each member boards.  
Same as before, we quickly taxi and 
then take off, this time heading to 

12,500 feet.  It gets much colder 
than the previous flight, quickly 
becoming 30 degrees in the cabin, 
even lower with the always-there 
wind chill.  On this particular jump, 
the team is planning on exiting rap-
idly en masse, rather than two at a 
time.  Like before, the jump master 
calls “Hot Target”, everyone stages 
themselves close to the exit door.  
The jumpers equipped with cam-
era gear actually climb outside of 
the aircraft, in the fast moving air-
stream, holding on to just a couple 
of hand-holds and a single foot 
hold.  I can barely make out words 
being shouted over the noise of the 
wind when I catch the last two syl-
lables of a countdown.  Then, in one 
swift and coordinated movement 
the team vanishes into the air.  It's 
like watching a roller coaster going 
over the top of the big hill.  A few 
seconds of movement, always ac-
celerating, and then poof....gone.  
If only the economy section of a 
commercial flight could clear out 
like that when you're stuck in the 
back row.  The pilot quickly pitches 
forward and this time banks to the 
right.  In doing so, I'm just able to 
catch a glimpse of the team, red 
smoke pouring from their canis-
ters, and in formation.  The plane 
finishes its turn and we straighten 
back out when I see the team again 
out of the opposite door.  They've 
already broken formation and de-
ployed their parachutes.  In only a 
matter of minutes, they will be back 
on the ground, working hard to re-
pack, review, and then do it all over 
again.  

I get back to the landing zone 
and have enough time to grab a 
drink of water before I hear over 
the radio that the combined teams 
are inbound for a large, group jump.  
I notice how strong the winds had 
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airshows or sports stadiums is only 
part of the job.  The real work is 
done with the community.  After lin-
ing up for a huge group photo with 
the team, it's not long before the 
troop's transportation arrives; the 
kids all begrudgingly walk away and 
head home.  The Golden Knights 
smile, wave, say goodbye, and then 
turn back towards their equipment.  
Even though the rest of the day's 
jumps are scrubbed, there is still 
work to be done.  Equipment needs 
to be maintained, and then put 
away.  Jump footage needs to be 
analyzed and reviewed.  It's all part 
of the ongoing work that it takes to 

be a Golden Knight.
A thought rings through my 

head as I pack up my gear and then 
thank everyone I see for an amaz-
ing time; the amount of work that 
it takes to be a Golden Knight.  It's 
not just the jumpers who have to 
work hard.  It's everyone.  The flight 
crews: responsible for safely carry-
ing the teams to altitude, and then 
returning to do the same for the 
next group.  Over and over each 
day, sometimes up to 16 flights in 
a single day.  The tandem teams: 
who rotate through their jumps at 
such a rapid pace, that they have a 
dedicated team member to re-pack 

their parachutes.  The media group: 
who not only has to both film and 
shoot each jump into the landing 
zone, but also assist with visitors 
such as ROTC, or Scouting organi-
zations.  The senior staff and com-
manders: working all the time to 
help train, score jumps, and oversee 
the safety of everyone on site.  This 
is a large group of very hard work-
ing individuals, who come together 
in order to showcase for us the ex-
hilaration of skydiving and para-
chute flight.  They come together 
as a team.  They come together as a 
family.  They come together, as the 
Golden Knights.


