
Yard and Garden – 06-10-17 – Ted Griess/ Extension Horticulture Assistant 
 

 

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. 
    John McCrae - 1915 

      Above are the first few lines from the well-known poem, In Flanders Field.   A 
Canadian soldier, John McCrae, serving during World War I wrote the poem.  At the 
time, he was stationed in the Belgian province of West Flanders.  In the spring of 1915, 
McCrae noticed numerous red poppies emerging from the surrounding war-ravaged 
battlefields.  It was then he took pen in hand and composed this renowned poem.  Since 
that time, the red poppy continues to symbolize Memorial Day.  Interestingly, the 

American Legion Auxiliary was founded in 1919 to support the 
American Legion.  At its first convention in 1921, delegates 
adopted the red poppy as the memorial flower for the 
organization.  Today, the Auxiliary continues its work to 
support veterans.  For years, the Auxiliary has made available 
by donation, handmade red paper poppies to wear on 
Memorial Day.   One hundred percent of the proceeds benefit 
our veterans and military.  Such history is why I think poppies 
and Memorial Day are synonymous. 

     The fact is hundreds of different species of poppies exist.  
The poppy growing in Flanders Field is Papaver rhoeas, an annual poppy commonly 
called the corn poppy.  The poppy most often found growing in landscapes throughout 
Nebraska is the Papaver orientale, commonly named Oriental poppy.  This perennial 
poppy blooms during late May and early June.  It has interesting, fuzzy foliage, and its 
flowering stems reach heights of two to four feet.  The large flowers come in an 
assortment of colors, but the 
most common color is bright 
orange, a definite eye 
catcher.   

     Recently, I received a call 
from Patty Bergstrum of 
Axtell.  She was captivated 
by her blooming Oriental 
poppy.  She was so thrilled 
she called and invited me to 
stop by and look.  Oriental 
poppies are floriferous, 
producing many blossoms 



per plant. Patty’s particular plant had nearly twenty blooms.   

     Oriental poppy flowers often measure six to nine inches across.  The blossoms have a 
delicate, silken-like texture and last only for a day or two depending on weather 
conditions.  Most blossoms have a big, black blotch in the center of the petals.   As the 
petals fall, the remaining seedpods add interest and contrast.  When choosing a site for 
an Oriental poppy, placement is important.  Oriental poppies will die down after 
flowering, and grow again the following year.  When the foliage withers and dies, it 
leaves a conspicuous gap in the flower border.  A well-chosen companion plant helps to 
hide the open space.   

     Poppies are very hardy plants requiring little care.  If left undisturbed, the clump 
becomes larger each year.  This growth pattern is not invasive, but Oriental poppies, like 
all poppies, easily reseed.  Because the new seedlings rarely come true in color, and 
because of the prolific production of seed, you may wish to remove the seedpods 
before they mature.         

     Other poppies easily grown are Shirley poppies and Iceland poppies.  Shirley poppies 
are annual poppies and reseed readily.  Iceland poppies are perennials.   By removing 
the spent flowers from Iceland poppies, the plant will continue to flower all summer.  

     Poppies make lovely cut flowers.  Exercise care when cutting them, or their petals 
drop quickly.  Cut a poppy stem early in the morning when the bud is tight; immediately 
place it in a vase of water.  It will then open into a beautiful flower. 
 
     It is my hope that this past Memorial Day you took a moment to pay tribute to those 
who gave their lives for our country.  Perhaps you purchased a red poppy in memoriam.   
There is still time to purchase a poppy plant for your landscape.  Then, each year when it 
blooms, you will be reminded as I that Memorial Day and poppies are synonymous. 
 


