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The most p o p u l a r  poem o f  World War I was " I n  F l a n d e r s  

F i e l d s "  w r i t t e n  by L t .  \Col. John McCrae, a  Canadian C e l t  who 

was a  medicbl  o f f i c e r  who s e r v e d  w i t h  t h e  Canadian, I r i s h  and 

E n g l i s h  d i v i s i o n s  on t h e  Western  F r o n t  i n  France  and Belgium 

d u r i n g  t h e  y e a r s  of  World War I ( 1 9 Q - 1 8 ) .  

The guerfi, f i r s t  p u b l i s h e d  i n  t h e  E n g l i s h  magazine !'Punch1! 

on Dec. 8, 1915, was composed d u r i n g  t h e  Second B a t t l e  of  

Ypres (which t h e  s o l d i e ~ s  r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  "Wipers" because  o f  

t h e  heavy c a s u a l i t i e s )  i n  Belgium. 

It r e a d s  a s  fo l lows :  

I n  F l a n d e r s  F , l & l d s  t h e  popp ies  blow 

Between t h e  c r o s s e s ,  row on row, 

Tha t  mark o u r  p l a c e ;  and i n  t h e  sky  

The l a r k s ,  s t i l l  b r a v e l y  s i n g i n g ,  f l y  

S c a r c e  heard  amid t h e  guns below. 

We a r e  t h e  Dead. S h o r t  days ago 

We l i v e d ,  f e l t  dawn, saw s u n s e t  glow, 

Loved and were l o v e d ,  and now we l i e  

i n  F l a n d e r s  f i e l d s .  
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Take up  o u r  q u a r r e l  w l t h  t h e  f o e :  

To you from f a i l i n g  hands we throw 

The t o r c h ;  be y o u r s  t o  ho ld  i t  h lgh .  

If ye  b r e a k  f a i t h  w i t h  us  who d i e  

Me s h a l l  n o t  s l e e p ,  though popp ies  grow 

i n  F l a n d e r s  f i e l d s .  

Author  Unknown 

Although Col. McCrae l e f t  h i s  poern o r i g i n a l l y  uns igned,  

s i n c e  he d i d  n o t  i n i t i a l l y  r e a l i z e  i t s  g r e a t  l i t e r a r y  v a l u e ,  

i t  soon found i t s  way t o  many people  who f e l t  g r e a t l y  t h e  

s u r f  e r i n g  e x p e r i e n c e d  by t h e  t r o o p s  i n  F l a n d e r s .  People  wanted 

t o  know who was t h e  a u t h o r .  The poem soon became t h e  most c o p i e d  

v e r s e  of World War I, and was r e a d  f rom thousands  of p l a t f o r m s  

i n  England,  F r a n c e ,  Canada and e l sewhere .  

And when t h e  TJnited S t a t e s  e n t e r e d  t h e  war i n  A p r i l  of  

1917, t h e  poem was u s e d  t o  s g f r  p a t r i o t i c  s e n t i m e n t  f o r  " t h e  

war t o  end a l l  wars" and " t o  make t h e  world s a f e  f o r  democracy." 

Although t h e  poem's f i r s t  v e r s e s  were a e u l o g y  f o r  t h e  f a l l e n  

h e r o e s  who made t h e  supreme s a c r i f i c e ,  t h e  f i n a l  ones  were u s e d  

t o  r e c r u i t  new t r o o p s  f o r  t h e  war. - 
Memorial Flower 

The poppy soon grew a s  t h e  memorial  f l o w e r  f o r  t h e  American 

and A l l i e d  war dead. T h i s  t r a d i . t i o n  goes  back  t o  Col. McCraets 

e x p e r i e n c e  i n  b a t t l e .  A f t e r  a day of  f i e r c e  b a t t l e  a t  Ypres,  
.. .- . - . 

he  looked ou t  f rom h i s  muddy and blood-saaked t r e n c h .  
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I n  looking through t h e  barbed wi re ,  he s t r u c k  by t h e  m u l t i t u d e  

of l i t t l e  r e d  poppies  waving i n  t h e  breeze  above t h e  rows of 

m a k e s h i f t  c r o s s e s  t h a t  marked t h e  new graves  of  h i s  f a l l e n  

comrades. The s i g h t  touched him deeply.  

It was a  t r i b u t e  t o  na tu re  t h a t  t h e  t i n y  f l ower s  grew i n  

such p r o f u s t o n ,  The wi ld  poppy grows b e s t  i n  r e c e n t l y  c u l t i v a t e d  

s o i l ,  a l t hough  i t s  seeds  may l i e  dormant f o r  yea r s ,  w a i t i n g  t o  be 

uprooted.  

Unfor tuna te ly ,  i n  t h e  s p r i n g  of  1915, t h e  f i e l d s  around 

Ypres were g r e a t l y  d i s t u r b e d  by t h e  d igg ing  of  t r e n c h e s  and 

t h e  f r e q u e n t  bombardments by hundreds of cannons on b o t h  s i d e s  

of "No Wants  and." Not long a f t e rwards ,  both  A l l i e d  and German 

t r o o p s  were amazed t o  s e e  g r e a t  numbers of t h e  t i n y  r e d  f l ower s  

s p r i n g i n g  up among t h e  graves  t o  make an almost  p a s t o r a l  scene 

i n  t h e  blood-soaked s o i l  of t h e  b a t t l e f i e l d s .  It was a lmost  a s  

though n a t u r e  wanted t o  s o f t e n  t h e  impact of s o  much d e a t h  

and d e s t r u c t i o n .  

Touched by t h e  scene and t h e  memory of s o  many f a l l e n  

comrades he had a t tended  t o  a s  a  medica l  o f f i c e r ,  Col. McCrae 

soon found pape r  and pen t o  jo t  down t h e  v e r s e s  t h a t  came 

qu ick ly  t o  mind. It soon became on t h e  most memorable war 

poems i n  t h e  Engl i sh  language. It k s  s t i l l  taught  i n  e lementary 

- --. - , .F - . schools  t o  t h i s  day. 
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Author Known 

Although he surv ived  the  h o r r o r s  of t h e  t r enches  i n  World 

War I ,  Col, McCrae d ied  of  pneumonia a few months l a t e r  on Jan. 

28, 1918 i n  t he  m i l i t a r y  h o s p i t a l  i n  Boulogne, France,  where 

he was t h e  d i r e c t o r ,  

Dr. John McCrae, t h e  son of David and J a n e t  IJicCrae, was 

born on Nov, 30, 1872,  i n  Guelph, Ont,, Canada. H i s  Sco ts  

P r e s b y t e r i a n  fami ly  had l i v e d  t h e r e  f o r  s e v e r a l  g e n e r a t i o n s ,  

A f t e r  a t t e n d i n g  l o c a l  s c h o o l s ,  he won a s c h o l a r s h i p  t o  t h e  

Un ive r s i t y  of  Toronto and gradua ted  wi th  a degree i n  biology 

i n  1094. A f t e r  a b r i e f  b u t  unsucces s fu l  c a r e e r  a s  a t eache r ,  

John McCrae r e t u r n e d  t o  t h e  u n i v e r s i t y  t o  s tudy  medicine. He 

graduated i n  1898 w i t h  a gold  medal a rxi a s c h o l a r s h i p  i n  

physiology and pathology,  

It was du r ing  h i s  s t u d e n t  days t h a t  John McCrae f i r s t  

publ i shed  h i s  poe t ry .  I r o n i c a l l y ,  much of i t  focused on t h e  

theme of dea th ,  

The new D r ,  McCrae p r a c t i c e d  a t  t h e  Toronto General  H o s p i t a l  

and Johns Hopkins H o s p i t a l  i n  Balt imore,  Md., before  accep t ing  an  

appointment iri pathology a t  McGill I Jn ivers i ty  i n  Montreal  and 

Montreal  General  H o s p i t a l ,  

I n  1900 he joined a Canadian con t ingen t  t o  f i g h t  i n  t h e  Boer 

War i n  South Af r i ca  where he ro se  t o  t h e  r ank  of major, 
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It was h i s  f i e l d  exper ience  of war a l though  he had been i n t e r e s t e d  

i n  t h e  m i l i t a r y  s ince  boyhoood when he marched with  t h e  Guelph 

Highland Cadets.  H i s  f a t h e r  was a l s o  i n  t h e  Canadian m i l i t i a .  

And when World ??Tar I broke ou t ,  D r .  McCrae soon o f f m e d  h i s  

s e r v i c e s  a s  a  medical  o f f i c e r .  

Peace and Remembrance 

When peace f i n a l l y  came on Nov, 11, 1918, long known a s  

Armistice Day (now c a l l e d  Veterans  ~ a y ) ,  r e t u r n i n g  t roops  brought 

hone memories of t h e  r e d  poppies  growing on t h e  b a t t l e f i e l d s  and 

i n  t h e  many m i l i t a r y  ceme te r i e s ,  The t i n y  f l ower  took on an 

almost s ac red  s l g n f f i c a n c e  f o r  t hose  who had surv ived  t h e  war. 

It was a  way of remembering t h e i r  f a l l e n  comrades who had g i v e n  

t h e i r  l i v e s  i n  t h e  g r e a t  s t r u g g l e .  

But i t  was mainly through t h e  g r e a t  e f f o r t s  of Moina 

Michael, a  Georgia s choo l t eache r ,  t h a t  t h e  r e d  poppy e v e n t u a l l y  

became recognized i n  many na t ions ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  U.S., a s  t h e  

beloved symbol of both  honoring the  deceased and he lp ing  t h e  

s u r v i v i n g  v i c t ims  of t h e  war. 

Even though she had never been t o  war, Michael was s o  touched 

by t h e  poem t h a t  she vowed t o  wear a  poppy of remembrance f o r  the  

r e s t  of h e r  l i f e ,  and t o  he lp  make t h e  t i n y  f l ower  a  symbol t o  

honor t hose  who made t h e  supreme s a c r i f i c e .  
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The Georgia s choo l t eache r  i s  a l s o  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  p r a c t i c e  

of wearing a poppy on o u r  own Memorial Day which o r i g i n a l l y  honored 

those  who were k i l l e d  i n  the  American C i v i l  War. She h e r s e l f  made 

paper  poppies  t o  s e l l  t o  family ,  f r f e n d s  and o t h e r s ,  and then  

donated t h e  proceeds  t o  he lp  d i s a b l e d  v e t e r a n s ,  

American Legion 

But Michael ' s  e f f o r t s  remained only l o c a l  u n t i l  t he  then  

newly-formed American Legion adopted t h e  poppy a s  t h e i r  own symbol, 

The Veterans  of Foreign Wars (VFtT) and o t h e r  s i m i l a r  groups fol lowed,  

I r o n i c a l l y ,  t h e  f i r s t  p u b l i c  s a l e  happened a lmost  unplanned. 

A t  t h e  homecoming of t h e  32nd (Red ~ r r o w )  Div f s ion  i n  Milwaukee, 

W i s , ,  i n  June of 1919, a c o f f e e  and doughnut booth w i t h  paper  r ed  

poppies  was soon s t r i p p e d  of i ts  deco ra t ions ,  and those  who took 

them l e f t  dona t ions  of s e v e r a l  hundred d o l l a r s .  

F o r t u n a t e l y ,  W r y  Hanecy, one of t h e  v o l u n t e e r s  a t  t h e  book, 

soon r e a l i z e d  t h a t  t h e  poppies meant s o  much t o  people .  She then  

proposed t o  t h e  American Legion t h a t  o f f e r i n g  t h e  poppies t o  the  

p u b l i c  on Memorial Day would be an e x c e l l e n t  way t o  r a i s e  money 

f o r  those  i n  v e t e r a n s  h o s p i t a l s .  Pos t  #l i n  Milwaukee r e a d i l y  

accep ted  t h e  i d e a .  

According t o  r e l i a b l e  sou rces ,  t h e  very  f i r s t  " ~ o p p y  Day" 

was he ld  on t h e  Saturday before  IJIemorial Day i n  1920. It brought  

i n  s o  much i n  dona t ions  t h a t  t h e  American Legion soon adopted the  

poppy a s  i t s  o f f i c i a l  memorial f l ower  a t  t he  g r o u p ' s  n a t i o n a l  

convention i n  1921. 
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Other Nat ions  

The succes s  of t he  American Legion's  poppy program en- 

couraged o t h e r  war v e t e r a n s  groups i n  t he  U.S., England and 

Frznce t o  adopt the  s a l e s  program, too.  Funds r a i s e d  then,  as  

they  a r e  todgy, a r e  given t o  he lp  needy and d i s a b l e d  v e t e r a n s ,  

t h e i r  dependents,  and widows and orphans of deceased v e t e r a n s .  

Even today the  r e d  poppy of F landers  f i e l d s  i s  s t i l l  a 

reminder of those  who gave t h e i r  l i v e s  i n  war, and a  hope t h a t  

a s  S c r i p t u r e  says :  "They s h a l l  b e a t  t h e i r  swords i n t o  plowshares,  

and t h e i r  s p e a r s  I n t o  prun lng  hooks; one n a t i o n  s h a l l  no t  r a i s e  

t h e  sword a g a i n s t  ano ther ;  no r  s h a l l  they   rain f o r  war again.'' 


