ARMISTICE DAY

Introduction 

Armistice Day (also called Veteran's Day), November 11, is the anniversary of the signing of the Armistice in the Forest of Campiegne, France, by the Allies and the Germans in 1918.  The Armistice officially ended World War I. The signing took place at 5 o’clock in the morning, but came into effect on the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month, and was said to end "the war to end all wars."  This is the origin of the saying, “at the eleventh hour.”

Europeans and Americans commemorate the day as a chance to honour all those soldiers who have died fighting for peace.  Generally, the day is marked by ceremonies and speeches and, at 11:00 a.m., most countries observe a two-minute silence after which the “Last Post” is usually played by a lone bugler.  Veterans gather at the tomb of the Unknown Soldier to place gifts and stand quiet vigil at the names of their friends and relatives who fell.  Families who have lost sons and daughters in wars turn their thoughts more toward peace and the avoidance of future wars.  Also on Armistice Day, charitable groups raise funds by selling paper poppies made by disabled veterans. This bright red wildflower became a symbol of World War I after a bloody battle in a field of poppies called Flanders Field in Belgium. 
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The Tomb of the Unknown Soldier 

In 1921, an unknown World War I American soldier was buried in Arlington National Cemetery. This site, on a hillside overlooking the Potomac River and the city of Washington, D.C., became the focal point of reverence for America's veterans.  Similar ceremonies occurred earlier in England and France, where an unknown soldier was buried in each nation's highest place of honor (in England, Westminster Abbey; in France, the Arc de Triomphe). These memorial gestures all took place on November 11, giving universal recognition to the celebrated ending of World War I fighting on Armistice Day.

The Significance of Poppies 

One of the most asked questions is: why poppies? The answer is simple: poppies only flower in disturbed soil. Their seeds can lie on the ground for years and years, and only when someone roots up the ground will they sprout.  By 1915, the whole of the Western Front consisted of churned-up soil. So in May 1915, when McCrae wrote his poem, around him poppies blossomed like no one had ever seen before.   According to the local legend, the poppies that year came up red instead of the usual white, something the local people attributed to the blood of fallen soldiers.
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The Story of ‘In Flanders Fields’ 

John McCrae's "In Flanders Fields" remains to this day one of the most quoted war poems ever written.  It is a lasting legacy of the terrible battles for freedom on European soil.

McCrae was an experienced doctor who was used to suffering from the South African War.  However, here it was impossible to get used to the screams, and the blood at Ypres.  As a surgeon, the Major had spent seventeen days treating injured men — Canadians, British, Indians, French, and Germans — in the Ypres salient.  McCrae later wrote about the Battle at Ypres: 

"I wish I could embody on paper some of the varied sensations of that seventeen days ... Seventeen days of Hades!  At the end of the first day if anyone had told us we had to spend seventeen days there, we would have folded our hands and said it could not have been done." 

One death, that of a young friend and former student, Lt Alexis Helmer, particularly affected McCrae.  Helmer had been killed by a shell burst on 2 May 1915 and was buried later that day in the little cemetery outside McCrae's dressing station.  McCrae had performed the ceremony in the absence of the chaplain.

The next day, sitting on the back of an ambulance parked near the dressing station beside the Yser Canal, McCrae vented his anguish by composing a poem. 

In the nearby cemetery, McCrae could see the wild poppies that sprang up in the ditches alongside, and he spent 20 minutes of precious rest time scribbling 15 lines of verse in a notebook.  Cyril Allinson, a 22 year old sergeant-major, was delivering mail that day when he spotted McCrae, approached him and watched silently.  When McCrae finished five minutes later, he took his mail from Allinson and, without saying a word, handed his pad to the young NCO. Allinson was moved by what he read.  "His face was very tired but calm as we wrote," Allinson recalled. "He looked around from time to time, his eyes straying to Helmer's grave.  The poem was an exact description of the scene in front of us both. He used the word 'blow' in that line because the poppies actually were being blown that morning by a gentle east wind. It never occurred to me at that time that it would ever be published. It seemed to me just an exact description of the scene." 

In fact, it was very nearly not published. Dissatisfied with it, McCrae tossed the poem away, but a fellow officer retrieved it and sent it to newspapers in England.  The Spectator, in London, rejected it, but Punch published it on 8 December 1915:

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.

Often only the first two verses of McCrae’s poem are cited or printed. This is not just because of the lack of quality in the third verse, but also because this last verse speaks of an unending quarrel with the foe.  And if one thing became clear during the Great War it was this: there was no quarrel between the soldiers (except maybe in the heat of a fight). The quarrel existed only in the minds of some stupid politicians and high-ranking officers (who mostly never experienced the horror of the battlefield).

Questions for ‘Armistice Day’:

1. Armistice is another word for:

a. Peace



c.
War

b. Peace treaty


d.
Forest in France

2. “At the eleventh hour” means:

a. not a moment too soon.

c.
Before midday

b. After sunrise


d.
Time for tea

3. “Vigil” means:

a. watch thoughtfully


c.
a Latin writer

b. music played at a ceremony
d.
a two-minute silence

4. Explain why poppies have become symbols of the Great War.

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

5. Where would Armistice ceremonies be held in England and France?

_____________________________________________________________________________

6. What does the placing of the Unknown Soldier’s tomb in England and France suggest:

a. War is an honourable and respected event.

b. Soldiers should be honoured.

c. Soldiers who die fighting for freedom deserve the utmost honour.

d. Armistice Day is an important event.

7. What does “disturbed soil” suggest about the existence of the poppy?

a. The poppy only exists because of wars.

b. The poppy serves as a reminder of the destruction of war.

c. People must die for the poppy to flower.

d. Poppies serve as a reminder of Flanders.

8. McCrae’s description of the seventeen days at Ypres is one of:

a. Amazement and cynicism


c.
Powerlessness and Amazement 

b. Resignation and disappointment

d.
Shock and surprise

9. Judging from McCrae’s responses, he was deeply moved by:

a. the peace of the scene in the middle of a battle.

b. the funeral of his friend and student.

c. the strain of the previous seventeen days of ceaseless activity.

d. The awesomeness of his loss and enormity of the destruction.

10. The tone of the first two verses compared to the last verse is:

	a.
	reflection 
	persuasion

	b.
	reflection
	anger

	c.
	tragedy
	persuasion

	d.
	tragedy
	anger


11. The attitude of the writer to the third verse of In Flanders Fields is:

a. it is lacking in merit and substance.

b. it is inferior in quality and perspective.

c. it is lacking in quality, but not perspective.

d. it’s perspective is slanted, but has poetic merit.
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