
 

 

 

 

The Poppy: 
Symbol of Remembrance & hope for a peaceful future. 

 



 

Major Gorge Howson M C, ( front row, centre ) 

with colleagues from the Disabled Society. 

The son of an Anglican clergymen, George started 

work as an assistant manager on a rubber plantation 

in Borneo. During the First World War he was a  

Second Lieutenant in the 11th Battalion, Hampshire 

Regiment and served on the Western Front  

throughout the conflict. 
 

He was awarded the Military Cross following the  

Battle of Passchendaele  ( 1917.) Despite receiving 

a shrapnel wound, he encouraged his unit to  

continue repairing a road under shellfire.  

Promoted to major, he finally retired from the army in 

May 1920.  
 

In July that year George became founding chairman 

of the Disabled Society, with a vision was to provide 

employment for injured war veterans.  

 

Following the first Poppy Appeal of 1921, the British 

Legion commissioned the Society to make poppies 

for s future appeals. Howson started with a  

workforce of five disabled ex-servicemen at a former 

collar factory on the Old Kent Road in June 1922.  



 

Staff at the Poppy Factory, Richmond, 1920s. 

Howson soon had more than 40 employees, who manufactured one million poppies in just two months.  
By 1924 the Old Kent Road works was making 27 million poppies annually. Most of the workers were  
Disabled and there was a long waiting list for prospective employees.  
 

In 1925 the Disabled Society merged with the British Legion and the Poppy Factory became a limited  
company, with Howson as chairman. Soon larger premises were needed and Howson donated money to 
buy an old brewery in Richmond. The Poppy factory was transferred in 1929 and still occupies the same 
site.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Company_limited_by_guarantee


 

Stretcher-bearers crossing the shell-holed battlefield near Ypres, First World War. 

Four years of deadly conflict turned the once tranquil countryside of France and Flanders into a bleak and 

barren wasteland where nothing would grow. The exception to this was the Flanders poppy.  

People marvelled as thousands of these delicate red blooms flourished across the former battlefields.  

Their resilience was a source of inspiration - the poppy became a symbol of remembrance for those who 

had perished and hope for a peaceful future.  



 

 

Lieutenant Colonel John McCrae, MD. 

Born in Ontario, the son of Scottish immigrants, John 

was a Canadian poet, physician, author and artist. 
 

As part of the Canadian Expeditionary Force, he 

served on the Western Front, as Medical Officer and 

Major of the 1st Battalion, Canadian Field Artillery. 
 

He treated the wounded during the Second Battle of 

Ypres (1915,) from a hastily dug, 8 foot by 8 foot 

bunker set into the back of the dyke along the Yser 

Canal. 
 

Deeply affected by the death of his friend,   

Lieutenant Alexis Helmer, John was moved by the 

sight of Flanders poppies growing on the battlefields. 

This led him to write his famous poem “In Flanders 

Fields” - a moving tribute to the war dead. The poem 

was itself a source inspiration to the founders of the 

poppy appeal. 
 

McCrae spent a lengthy period serving in tented field 

hospitals in the midst of storms, frosts and flooding.  

He died in January 1918 after contracting pneumonia 

and meningitis. He is buried at Wimereux. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lieutenant_Colonel_(Canada)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doctor_of_Medicine
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Canadians
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_Battle_of_Ypres
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Second_Battle_of_Ypres


 

( Left ) Her Majesty the Queen at the Field of Remembrance, 1950s. ( Right ) Adding crosses in the 

grounds of Westminster Abbey, 2017. 

In 1928, Major Howson MC founded the Field of Remembrance at Westminster Abbey, a two-week  

memorial event for veterans and the public to honour those killed in battle. Initially a small band of poppy 

factory workers, carrying trays of poppies, gathered near the Abbey to pay their respects. Members of the 

public were invited to plant poppies around two memorial crosses - one dedicated to “Tommy Atkins” 

(British soldiers were nickname “Tommies” ) and one commemorating Earl Haig, senior commander of the 

British army during World War 1. This simple act of Remembrance proved incredibly popular and became 

an annual event.  It traditionally starts on the Thursday before Remembrance Sunday and now features 

70,000 tiny crosses, laid in 380 plots representing military regiments, units, organisations and other groups. 

The site generates much needed funds for the Royal British Legion - in 2014 it raised a record £35,000. 



 Moina Michael. 

Born in Georgia, USA, Moina was a professor and 

humanitarian. When the USA entered the First World 

War in 1917, she took leave of absence to support 

the war effort by training overseas YWCA workers in 

New York. 
 

Greatly moved by John MacCrae’s poem “In Flanders 

Fields,” published in November 1918, Moina wrote 

her own version “We Shall Keep The Faith.”  

She vowed to always wear a red poppy as a symbol 

of remembrance for those who had served during the 

war. 
 

Back at University, Moina began teaching a class of 

injured veterans and quickly saw the need for  

ex-Servicemen to have financial and occupational 

support. She started selling silk poppies to raise 

funds and in 1921, her efforts led the American  

Legion Auxiliary to adopt the poppy as a symbol of  

remembrance for war veterans. This was soon  

followed by Earl Haig's British Legion Appeal Fund 

and so the Poppy Appeal was launched. 
 

The sale of poppies now helps thousands of  

servicemen, veterans and their families - in 2018 the 

Poppy Appeal raised over £50,000,000. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Douglas_Haig,_1st_Earl_Haig


 

Frenchwoman Anna Guerin pinning an early poppy to a 

war veteran c.1921. 

The daughter of a French farmer, Anna spent much of her 

working life teaching in Madagascar, then England. 

During World War 1 she lectured in the USA, whilst raising 

funds to support French war widows, children and veterans. 

Anna had links to the French artificial flower trade and in 

1921 she was asked to organise supplies of poppies to   

support wartime fundraising in the USA. She went on to sell 

poppies in Australia, New Zealand, Canada and Britain.  
 

Launched in May 1921 the first ‘Haig Fund’ raised £106,000 

launched in 1921 using artificial poppies made by women 

and children in devastated areas of France. In September 

Anna persuaded Earl Haig, Commander in Chief and  

president of the British Legion, to adopt the poppy as its 

main fundraising symbol. 



 

Edward, Prince of Wales ( Edward VIII ) pictured at the Poppy Factory, Richmond in 1924. 

The Prince visited the factory in November and ordered a large royal wreath to be laid at the Cenotaph on 

Armistice Day. This started the factory’s long-standing connection with the Royal Family. The factory was 

then making around 27 million poppies per year ( largely by hand. ) Today with more mechanisation, 30  

disabled veterans and disabled dependents, plus 30 home workers, produce approximately 11 million  

poppies, 135 000 wreaths, 1.1 million remembrance symbols and special wreaths for the British Royal 

Family.  



 Field-Marshall Douglas Haig, 1st Earl Haig. 

Haig led the British Expeditionary Force from 1915 to 

1918. He was the chief military commander during the 

major battles of the First World War - from the Somme 

and Arras, to Paschendaele and the final offensives. 
 

Historians are divided over the merits of his leadership 

- some nicknamed him “Butcher Haig” for the loss of 

life during his command, whilst others have hailed his 

100 day offensive ( August - November 1918 ) as  

tactical genius.   
 

What is certain is the dedication he showed to  

improving the welfare of ex-servicemen in the postwar 

era. He travelled worldwide to promote the interests of 

veterans and was the driving force behind the  

formation of the British Legion in June 1921. 
 

He was instrumental in setting up the Haig Fund for 

the financial assistance of ex-servicemen ( now better 

known as the Poppy Appeal ) and the Haig 

Homes charity to ensure they were properly housed. 

Haig Homes. The Haig Housing Trust now manages 

338 properties in Morden, housing veterans and their 

families, including a large Gurkha community. 



 

A change of name… 

Originally founded in 1921 as the Haig Fund for the financial assistance of ex-servicemen, the  

Royal British Legion poppy appeal finally altered the central button of the commemorative flowers in 1994, 

to reflect its popular name. Today many poppies are sold with an integral green leaf but these were only  

introduced during the 1960s as part of the manufacture of poppy sprays. Leaves were then sold separately 

as an optional extra and by 1984, 12 million were supplied each year. The modern poppy complete with 

single leaf was introduced in1995. 
 

Mindful of environmental concerns the Royal British Legion now ensures that all the component parts of 

the modern poppy are recyclable. Long-lasting metal pin badges and remembrance symbols in different 

shapes are also available for various faith and no-faith groups. 



 

Assembling poppy wreaths and symbols of remembrance at the Poppy factory in Richmond. 

In addition to the main UK factory, Lady Haig’s Poppy factory was established in Edinburgh in 1926. 

Run as an independent charity, it started with two employees in a former wood-chopping factory and grew 

to employ over 100 disabled ex-servicemen in the 1930s. Today with increased mechanisation, the works 

employs 40 disabled veterans to serve the demand for Remembrance items in Scotland, including some 

5,000,000 distinctive four-lobed poppies and 12,000 wreaths each year. 



 

It’s about more than poppies… 

The Poppy Factory had often been used as a stepping-stone from conflict and rehabilitation into new  

employment. In 2005, it started supporting veterans with health conditions into employment within civilian 

businesses around the country.  
 

In 2010 the Poppy Factory launched its “Getting You Back To Work” service to help veterans with health 

conditions into paid employment, not just in the factory but around the whole country. Employability and  

occupational health experts were recruited regionally and partnerships with employers were forged to  

provide opportunities for veterans. 500 veterans with health conditions were being supported in sustainable 

work by September 2015 and the number had risen to 1000 by September 2018. 



  

 

 

Just some of the 1000 veterans helped into work 

by The Poppy Factory since 2010. 

 

The “Getting You Back to Work” service has been 

hugely successful in rehabilitating veterans with 

health issues, boosting their confidence and their 

ability to support themselves and their families. 

 

In addition to partnerships with industry and the  

commercial sector, the Poppy Factory enlisted the  

public’s help. The #1000messages campaign that 

took place in the summer of 2018 saw messages of 

support sent to veterans on their first day of  

employment.  The benefits of this type of support and 

the sense that someone cares is hugely beneficial to 

the well-being of ex-servicemen and women. 



 

Please support the Poppy Appeal in 2019. 


