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‘Burning of the Colors’ honors past

By 2nd Infantry Division Public Affairs Journalist Pvt. Scott Akanewich

CAMP CASEY, Republic of Korea – A small fire lights up the night sky in Kunu-Ri, Korea, on the evening of November 30, 1950, as the battalion colors slowly burn in a specially-made box doused with gasoline. Some 38-battle streamers are included in the blaze which was ordered by Lt. Col. Alarich Zacherle, 2nd Engineer Battalion commander, so that advancing Chinese forces would be deprived of a war trophy.

Maj. (Ret.) Eugene Piazza, D Company, 2nd Eng. Bn., was there on that fateful night over a half-century ago and still feels the pain as he has never forgotten his fallen comrades.

“Losing people was like losing family,” said Piazza, who along with five of his 2nd Engineer brethren, returned to Korea for the seventh annual “Burning of the Colors” ceremony at Indianhead Field on Camp Casey Nov. 30, in what has become a tradition to commemorate the events of that night long ago.

Piazza is the president of the 2nd Engineer Combat Battalion Association and has attended four of the seven ceremonies held since its inception in 1996.

“For me, it refreshes the memories that I have,” he said.

After a U.S. Eighth Army-lead offensive into North Korea had been stalled by Chinese communist forces, a withdrawal was ordered south to Sunchon. The 2nd Infantry Division was tasked with the duty of rear guard as the Eighth Army withdrew to the south. This combined force included the 9th, 23rd and 38th Infantry regiments, along with Division headquarters and the 2nd Engineers. The original plan was for the 23rd Inf. to be the division’s rear guard, but after mounting Chinese pressure, they also withdrew, leaving the 2nd Eng. Bn. as the northernmost unit between friendly forces and the advancing enemy.

The Engineers had orders to hold a ridge at Kunu-Ri until all components of the Eighth Army had successfully withdrawn and that they valiantly did, however, not without a heavy price. The battalion started 977 men strong, but when role call was taken at Sunchon the next day on Dec. 1, only 266 remained. The Engineers had been overrun by the enemy and suffered heavy casualties. Their great sacrifice in the name of duty had allowed the rest of the Eighth Army to successfully withdraw. 

The ceremony serves more of a purpose than just to honor those who made the ultimate sacrifice for their country, however.

One of an engineer battalion’s responsibilities is to build bridges to open up routes for troops and supplies. This annual ceremony builds a figurative bridge between the 2nd Engineers of the past and present, as well as paving the way for the future.

“This ceremony sets the standard for the future and recognizes what our predecessors did,” said Maj. Steven Hart, battalion executive officer, 2nd Eng. Bn. “There are many traditions in the Army, but none are like this one.”

The connection between soldiers past and present is evident to 1st Lt. Audrey Terry, Headquarters, Headquarters Company, executive officer, 2nd Eng. Bn.

“The ceremony allows the veterans to remember the past and is special,” said Terry, who was a participant in the ceremony. “It shows us our history and gives us a sense of who we are.”

The presence of the veterans was also not lost on Hart.

“One of the things that makes this ceremony unique is that every time we hold it, people who were there come back,” he said. “We’ll be able to do that for a few more years, but not many more.”

Hart ordered to the troops assembled on the field for the ceremony on this chilly night to honor the six veterans in attendance as well as those no longer with us. As the colors were set alight, blank machine gun rounds were fired in the background to simulate what it might have sounded like on the battlefield that night.

“Heartbreak,” said Piazza, when asked what emotions he felt as he watched these colors burn.

He also cited the feeling of family at the ceremony.

“When I get back with the battalion, I’m at home,” said Piazza.

Hart, Terry and Piazza all emphasized the importance of the ceremony and what it brings to the current crop of 2nd Engineers.

“You have to develop pride in the battalion,” said Piazza. “The spirit and the patriotism is there.”

Terry agreed.

“It helps the soldiers understand where the battalion has been and where it can go,” she said.

Hart perhaps summed it up best.

“This ceremony defines what it means to be in the 2nd Engineers,” he said. “It transmits to the new soldiers the standards that were set by our predecessors and it also tells us how we must behave if the division once again calls on us to be their rear guard.”

Hart then extinguished what was left of the smoldering remains of the battalion’s colors as the ceremony concluded. The fire might be doused, but the memory of the 2nd Engineers courageous fight at Kunu-Ri continues to burn brightly in the hearts of soldiers past and present.                       
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