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We’ve all been there ….walking up to the entrance at a shopping mall or major 
retailer and you have to negotiate past a couple of elder-gentlemen in some style 
of uniform you don’t recognize, without getting solicited for a donation in 
exchange for an artificial flower. 
 
What’s it all about? Who are these guys, or gals, volunteering their time for some 
cause? 
 
It all started with WWI, inspired by a poem entitled “In Flanders Fields” by Col. 
John McCrae after witnessing the death of a fellow solider while serving on the 
front line. The poem is worth reading… 
 
In Flanders Fields 
 
In Flanders fields the poppies blow 
 Between the crosses, row on row, 
That mark our place; and in the sky 
 The larks, still bravely singing, fly 
Scarce heard amid the guns below. 
 
We are the Dead, Short days ago 
 We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow, 
Loved, and were loved, and now we lie 
 In Flanders fields. 
 
Take up our quarrel with the foe: 
 To you from failing hands we throw 
The torch; be yours to hold it high. 
 If ye break faith with us who die 
We shall not sleep, though poppies grow 
 In Flanders fields. 
 
The inspiration to wear the red poppy as a remembrance of those fallen, was first 
promoted by an attendee at an overseas YMCA conference in 1918. In 1920, the 
poppy became the official flower of the American Legion, to memorialize those 
who fought and died in the Great War, and in 1924, the distribution of poppies 
became a national program of the American Legion. 
 
In 1922, Veterans of Foreign Wars conducted their first nationwide distribution 
of remembrance poppies, and actually trademarked the name “Buddy Poppy”. In 
1950, they even named actress Doris Day as their “Buddy Poppy Girl” for posters. 
 



In the last one hundred years, other nations, particularly former British Empire 
members, also remember their Veterans with similar poppy programs, as well as 
some European countries.  I recently had the privilege of volunteering with the 
VFW on their Buddy Poppy program and we had a couple of Canadian gentlemen 
ask about our American tradition, and shared that Canadians also embrace the 
tradition. 
 
While distribution of the Buddy Poppy program may vary between various 
Veteran service organizations, or even amongst posts, the artificial flowers 
themselves are actually made by disabled Veterans, and the proceeds from the 
local donations, go back in to the post’s local community projects and efforts. 
 
However, it doesn’t matter which VSO, or which post, is conducting the Buddy 
Poppy tradition when you approach that door.  What’s important is that we each 
take out a dollar, or two or five, and accept that little artificial flower, and wear it. 
And when asked by others why, share the story of “In Flanders Fields” with them. 
 
The Oregon Coast Military Museum is located on Kingwood Street adjacent to the 
Florence Municipal Airport, and is open from noon to 4:00 p.m. Wednesday thru 
Sunday. You can learn more about military heritage by visiting the Museum’s 
website at www.oregoncoastmilitarymuseum.com. 


