
A LOST 
GENERATION 

The War That Left A Hole 
Behind 
Commemorations have sprouted all over the country 
to honour the fallen as the nation gears itself to 
remember history’s most disastrous conflict. 
___________________________________________ 

 
An estimated five million have visited the Tower of London 
to witness the ‘Blood Swept Lands and Seas of Red’ 
installation since its completion this November. Each 
ceramic poppy represents a commonwealth serviceman or 
woman who lost their life in WWI. Photograph: Dan 
Kitwood/Getty Images. 
In the weeks leading up to Remembrance Day, 
we have seen the sepia tones of November 
slashed with blood-soaked poppies. They have 
popped up on the lapels of our politicians and 
now these one-eyed flowers blink at us every 
time we turn on the TV. They continue to glare 
at us from the stony base of yet another 
ostentatious war memorial, erected for a general 
who would have gladly shot his men in the back 

of their heads had they tried to escape the bleak 
conditions of the trenches. It’s easy to pin a 
pretty poppy close to our hearts, but it’s difficult 
to feel close to a war with no lasting survivors: 
the last being Harry Patch, who died six years 
ago at the age of 111. 

Yesterday at Whitehall, the national ceremony 
for Remembrance Sunday dedicated two minutes 
of silence to the men and women who had 
contributed their lives to British conflicts since 
1914. The rest of the ceremony was structured 
around traditional hymns. Many 
commemorations support the popular adage that 
we must fight to win: this works out just fine 
when a victory is clear-cut and bloodless, but 
Britain was not entirely victorious. Sure, we beat 
the Germans, but we didn’t get a trophy for it. 
How could our great-grandparents feel 
victorious when everybody on the home front 
had lost somebody close to them? It’s hard to 
feel patriotic about a conflict that accomplished 
so little that we had to return to the battlefield 
twenty years later. 

On Saturday, at the ‘Blood Swept Lands and 
Seas of Red’ installation, the Prime Minister and 
his wife planted the last two of 888,246 poppies 
before they were plucked from the soil and put 
on the market, leaving the Tower of London’s 
moat sparse and empty again. Half a million of 
these poppies now reside in dusty attics, 
cobwebbed basements and dingy cardboard 
boxes, forgotten like the names of the unknown 
soldiers whose sacrifices they were meant to be 
commemorating. Jonathan Jones, The 
Guardian’s art critic, has commented that the 
memorial was “prettified and toothless” because 
it rendered Britain’s greatest loss with “false 
nobility”. The Sunday Times critic, A. A. Gills, 
added that the installation was “impressive” but 
“curiously bland”. The poppies were only on 
show for four months before they were 
individually sold for £25. 

Many will tell you that soldiers of WWI gave 
their lives to an honourable and noble cause. To 
say that a soldier “gave” up their life is to say 
that they willingly joined the army. Close to 3 
million out of the total British strength of 5 
million were conscripted, and those who 



volunteered did so with pressure from 
propaganda. Did these boys, in their final 
moment, feel an overwhelming tide of patriotic 
pride for their king and country? Or did they 
curse every hand that had ever played a part in 
starting the war in the first place? Harry Patch 
said to The Sunday Times in 2004, “Earlier this 
year, I went back to Ypres to shake the hand of 
Charles Kuentz, Germany’s only surviving 
veteran from the war. It was emotional. We’ve 
had 87 years to think what war is. To me, it’s a 
licence to go out and murder. Why should the 
British government call me up and take me out 
to a battlefield to shoot a man I never knew, 
whose language I couldn’t speak? All those lives 
lost for a war finished over a table. Now what is 
the sense in that?” 

As parroting patriots, we like to dwell upon the 
sacrificial element of commemorations rather 
than the lives led by those killed in conflict. We 
like to ponder over how lucky we are that these 
brave men and women stepped forward to serve 
their country. If their death is to be defined by 
sacrifice, then it is implied that that they “gave” 
their lives willingly. But what about those who 
didn’t volunteer to die at Somme or Verdun? 
What about those whose only choice was 
between the frontline and a prison cell? 

This weekend the X-Factor judges wore crystal 
versions of the poppy pins. These are now 
available on eBay, but none of the proceeds will 
be given to charity. People are buying these 
jewelled poppies simply because they matched 
Kelly Rowland’s Gucci gown, thus neglecting 
the significance of the poppy as a 
commemorative display and hereby declaring it 
to be a fashion statement. The point of the poppy 
is to raise money for veterans associated with 
The Royal British Legion. Should this 
accoutrement become a pretty pin to match your 
earrings? Poppies have lost all meaning since 
Moina Michael popularised its use in 1921. A 
generation did not join the war so that their 
legacy could be worn by mindless celebrities, 
yet Louis Walsh has been sporting this very 
legacy on the lapel of his Burberry suit. Not 
because he wants to, but because he has to. 
Celebrities on television are expected to wear the 
poppy. They’re expected to mourn a war they’ve 

never fought, expected to remember pain they’ve 
never experienced. Over the past decade we 
have remembered WWI not for those who 
fought but for those whose families gave the 
ultimate sacrifice. All we have left are the 
memories that Harry Patch and other survivors 
left behind, giving many the power to 
manipulate and stain these fragile memories for 
their own gain. We can’t replace the memory of 
WWI as easily as we can replace a poppy pin 
with a peacock brooch like Kelly Rowland did. 
Our living connections to WWI are gone and 
now that dialogue with the past is sadly over. 

Other nations across the world have erected their 
own commemorative displays this year. 
President François Hollande and President 
Joachim Gauck laid the first stone of the new 
joint memorial at Hartmannswillerkopt for 
French and German soldiers who perished in the 
Battle of Hartmannswillerkopt. Earlier this year, 
at the Allied Memorial on the outskirts of Liège, 
representatives from 83 countries gathered to 
commemorate the German invasion of Belgium, 
including our very own Duke of Cambridge. 
Global attitudes towards present-day wars are 
thankfully becoming more and more hostile, 
with protests springing up every time the UK 
violates the Middle East, but the past world wars 
are still cloaked in reverence and glory. Harry 
Leslie Smith, a WWII veteran, has sworn “I will 
remember friends and comrades in private next 
year, as the solemnity of remembrance has been 
twisted into a justification for conflict.” Wearing 
a red poppy has become a way to absolve those 
who committed savageries throughout WWI. We 
are honouring the very same people who torched 
towns and tortured civilians for information on 
the Germans, adding to the civilian death toll of 
7 million—almost 40% of the total number 
killed in the war.  

No other nation wear poppies. It’s just a “British 
thing”. French soldiers were killed at the rate of 
one every minute, and German death rates were 
way worse, but you won’t see them wearing 
poppies. In fact, French casualties from WWI 
were greater than US casualties from every war 
that the US has ever taken part in. The French 
cornflower, like the poppy, grew on battlefields 
ridden with thousands of empty shells, however 



the “bleuet de France” commemorates the lives 
that soldiers lived, not just their sacrifice. Our 
paper poppies exist only to magnify the blood 
that was shed in the two world wars. Some 
pacifists have taken to wearing a white poppy, 
representing an end to all wars. This 
improvement paves the first step to a bloodless 
future. But in order to truly commemorate the 
innocent lives lost instead of the blood that was 
shed, people need to stop wearing red poppies 
altogether because all blood runs red, and 
nothing is redder than a poppy bloom. 

 


