The Flag at the Bottom of the Barrel

For the past several years, I have been a member of the Honor Guard unit affiliated with VFW Post 2391 here in St. Augustine. It’s been a way for me to continue to associate with veterans as well as serve our veteran community in a number of ways. The unit has three primary missions: to render military honors at a Celebration of Life or a Memorial Service for a deceased veteran, to participate in community veteran and military celebrations, and to retire American flags that are no longer in a condition to be flown or displayed.

Our monthly Flag Retirement Ceremony has become the premier flag retirement event in St. Augustine and in the whole of St. Johns County. We have revamped our ceremony site and have upgraded the ceremony itself to include honor, dignity, respect, and military tradition. For the past two years, we have averaged about one thousand flags a month; a significant amount for a community of around 333,000 citizens.

My Dad was a decorated Marine pilot in the South Pacific during World War II and my Grandpa was in the Army Corps of Engineers in France during World War I. I served with a Recon unit with the 101st Airborne Division in Vietnam so my service roots and my love of country are well entrenched. It has been wrapped with a deep respect and love of our stars and stripes so being a part of our Flag Retirement detail has brought me great joy in these “golden” years.

Our ceremony is guided by the United States Flag Code, enacted by the 105th U.S. Congress in 1998. It reads, “When the flag is so tattered that it can no longer serve as a symbol of the United States, it should be destroyed in a dignified manner, preferably by burning.”

Flags are collected throughout the county and ultimately make their way to five large blue bins at our VFW Post where they are accumulated until the ceremonial day, traditionally the third Saturday of the month. One flag is selected from all that have been collected and is raised on the flag pole “with honors.” Four large retirement drums are lit and one by one, all the flags are “retired.”

On this particular summer Saturday, it was hot, and with the four barrels heating up to around thirteen hundred degrees, all of us in the unit, myself included, were starting to drag. It had taken about an hour and a half but I was down to my last flag. It was wadded up in a ball in the bottom of the barrel and as I pulled it out, it reminded me of myself, a little worn and a little torn. We had both served our country and we deserved a dignified rest.

I took the flag and sat down on a bench adjacent to the ceremonial site and under the shade of a tree. We both rested there together, two old warriors who now sat as brothers. Today it would be rendered to dust and become a part of the soil that it so gallantly waved over. Somewhere down the road, I would join this “brother” and we would serve together again.

I rose and together we made our way back to the retirement barrel. With honor, dignity, respect, and military tradition I placed it in the drum and offered a final salute.

The Honor Guard unit, with honors, lowered the flag that had been flying on the pole and it became the last flag retired on that particular day. We had retired twelve hundred flags, but the one at the bottom of the barrel will wave forever.
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