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RICHARD J. DOYLE THERE IS a splash of color on the cover of Legion magazine and it needs no identification of purpose or explanation of place. The poppy is the wild thing that has captured emotions in Canada and around the world for such a long time. The war it symbolized ended 66 years ago, but in wars, skirmishes and peace operations since, the poppy has remained the symbol of whatever sacrifice men and women of the forces have made for the good or bad reasons their country - their countries - have sent them to risk their health and their lives.

For a very long time, although I am not so sure that it is the case any more, Canadian teachers and pastors and press people went a great distance in early November to explain how the poppy had acquired its special place in our remembrance of national tragedy.

The story of John McCrae is not repeated as often today. Recollections of war, recognition of dedication, can confuse the commitment to peace that is increasingly paramount in our universal fear of the bomb.

But McCrae is a man I would like to have on my side if I were out having my say against the nukes.

He wrote his famous poem In Flanders Fields in about 20 minutes, shortly after 7 a.m. on May 13, 1915, while the Second Battle of Ypres was still being fought. The day before, one of his young friends had been shot and they had buried him - Lt. Alexis Helmer, who was only 25 years old and had been a student of his at McGill University. McCrae sat on the rear step of an ambulance overlooking the burial ground and wrote: 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.

Well, the poem appeared in Punch and was printed around the world and was regarded as the greatest of the simple tributes to soldiers in the field, not just to Alex Helmer who had been blown to bits by enemy guns, but to all those who short days ago "lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow, loved and were loved." The words that are not often recalled when McCrae is remembered are his comment to a Canadian chaplain that the "foe" mentioned in the line "take up our quarrel with the foe" was not intended to be the German or Austrian soldier; it was the spirit of warfare. Allied soldiers had been assured this was a war to end war. The torch was the will to realize this ideal. The Lieutenant Colonel from Guelph died of double pneumonia and cerebral infection on Jan. 28, 1918.

An old friend recalled that McCrae, in an address to a medical school in Montreal, had used this quotation: "What I spent I had; what I saved, I lost; what I gave, I have." There is a postscript and Jane Dewar has used it in her current, poppy- splashed issue of Legion. It comes from the Oct. 3, 1983, issue of the London Standard. "Eighty-five-year-old Albert Spears, leaning slightly on his walking stick, stood in the doorway of the Old Cock pub on Fleet St. on Saturday morning and waited for his comrades, a ritual stretching back to 1919. "On Oct. 4 that year, 12 months after the third battle of the Somme and Passchendaele, 32 war-weary men gathered at the bar of the Cock, where they had celebrated their enlistment in Kitchener's army . . . "Each year they have met and the pub has been closed to outsiders. In 1982, there were seven old soldiers at the bar. This year, Mr. Spears watched and waited, but no one came. "Mr. Spears was too upset to talk about it, but Pat Kelly, landlord of the Cock, found a few words: 'To me they were all bloody heroes. It was an honor to have them in this house.' " Oh yes, there will be some sleep in Flanders fields.
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