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Roots of alliance strengthened through Arbor Day ceremonies

Story by Pfc. Nicole Robus
Indianhead Editor

In the early spring sun, Paju City officials, community leaders and students from Paju City Industry High School joined 2nd Infantry Division soldiers at Camp Howze to celebrate “The Tree-loving Week” of Korea and Arbor Day.

Celebrations began April 2 with a tree planting ceremony in the late morning outside the 44th Engineer Battalion’s commander’s quarters. 

Col. Michael Helmick, 44th Engineer Brigade, commander, along with other distinguished guests and students slipped on white gloves before they pick up the silver tipped shovels. 

“To us, this tree symbolizes the ROK/U.S. alliance and friendship,” said Helmick. “We will water and care for this tree just as we will nurture our alliance and both will grow stronger and healthier.” 

“Our American and KATUSA soldiers will do their utmost to protect the freedom and peace of Korea,” added Helmick. “We work together for the peaceful unification of all Korean people enjoying democracy and freedom.”

Lee, Jun Won, Mayor of Paju City, said in his speech, “There is a saying that this tree lasts for 1,000 years alive and 1,000 years dead. Like this tree I wish the ROK/U.S. alliance lasts forever. I pray for the well-being of all KATUSAs and U.S. soldiers.”

Following the tree planting, everyone worked together to plant two rows of flowers around the tree.  The event ended with a luncheon at Brown’s Grill.

In many countries it has long been the tradition to hold an annual tree or forest festival. The origin of such celebrations dates back to antiquity and is in the dawn of religious feeling and awe for what trees represent. However, Arbor Day, as it is commonly known today, is of American origin, according to a 2nd Inf. Div. Media Advisory.

The idea for and first observance of Arbor Day was in 1872 in the state of Nebraska in the region of the American Great Plains because there were virtually no trees in the state after it was first settled. 

The idea was a move to promote replanting, following deforestation, and to plant treeless areas.  The idea has spread widely to other lands where it is variously celebrated as ‘The New Year’s Days of Trees’ in Israel, ‘The Reforestation Week’ of Yugoslavia, ‘The Students’ Afforestation Day’ of Iceland,  ‘The National Festival of Tree Planting’ in India, and of course ‘The Tree-loving Week’ of Korea. Arbor Day in its various forms is now recognized in more than fifty countries.

“As many of you know, the battles during the Korean War destroyed many of the trees in this area. Today we continue a great custom of planting trees to maintain the beauty and tranquility of the Republic of Korea,” said Helmick.

The Mayor of Paju City, Lee, Jun Won, donated the tree on behalf of the people of Paju, 44th Eng. Bn., Myong, Young Kuk Chairman of the Paju City Chapter of “People To People,” and the “Korea Tourism Association,” whose organizations are jointly donating the flowers attended this event to promote positive relations between the people of Paju and U.S. soldiers. 

“I want to thank you for your generous donations: this wonderful tree, the beautiful flowers to plant here and your friendship. I offer sincere appreciation to all of your for your great work in fostering the strong alliance we enjoy between the ROK and the U.S. here in Paju City,” said Helmick.

“Through mutual understanding and efforts, we will continue to build ROK/U.S. relationships. We can keep our two nations as strong allies with a common goal to safeguard Korea and the Korean people,” added Helmick.
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