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Just a month before Remembrance Day and in its centenary year a group of us 
visited the Poppy Factory in Richmond. Led by Pauline Frost, we learned about 
the history and work of the Poppy Factory since its foundation in 1922 in the 
wake of World War I, and its continuing charitable activities today.

The adoption of the poppy as a symbol of remembrance 
followed the widespread publication of the poem “In 
Flanders Fields” by the Canadian John McRae. In France 
Anna Guerin organised war widows to make thousands 
of silk poppies; and in 1921 she persuaded Field Marshall 
Haig in England to use them to raise money for war 
veterans. In that year 9 million poppies were sold and 
a considerable sum was raised. Haig wanted to find a 
British supplier and in 1922 the British Legion made 
a grant of £2000 to Major George Howson MC who 
hoped to provide employment for perhaps 150 veterans 
wounded in the Great War. 

The Poppy Factory 
that Major Howson 
founded started 

in Mitchell’s Collar Factory near the Old 
Kent Road in 1922 but soon outgrew the 
space, and in 1926 it relocated to the old 
Lansdown Brewery site in Richmond which 
was large enough for both the factory and 
housing for the work force. By 1931 it was 

producing  
30 million poppies 
a year to be sold by 
the British Legion 
and there was a community of 320 people living on the 
estate. In 1932 a new factory building in the Art Deco 
style was built, and in 2019–21 both the factory and office 
space were refurbished and a new visitor centre was 
added. 

We started our visit by watching a presentation about 
the origins and history of the factory, which continues 
to make poppies for the British Legion’s Poppy Appeal 
for the whole of England and Wales. Every year since Report and photos by Pauline

Everything you need to make your 
own poppy

1926 there has been a Field of Remembrance outside 
Westminster Abbey, and the Poppy Factory makes the 
crosses and markers for other religions for that event.  
There has been ongoing royal patronage for the charity 
since a first visit by the then Prince of Wales (Edward VII) 
in 1924. He commissioned a special wreath for the royal 
family to lay at the Cenotaph in that year, and to this day 
the Poppy Factory has been providing these large unique 
wreaths for members of the royal family and many 
service organisations.

After a break for tea, with delicious home-made cakes, 
our group looked at displays of historical material, 
photographs and examples of the products of the factory 
from the last 100 years. We watched a demonstration of 

wreath-making, and we all tried our hand at making a poppy to take away, using 
an ingeniously simple block which holds 
the poppy stem on which the leaf and the 
poppy petal are mounted. We all had to do 
this with one hand as the process had to be 
suitable for injured veterans.

More recently the work of the Poppy 
Factory has expanded into helping veterans 
across the country to adjust to life outside 
the forces, often after traumatic injury, and 
to find civilian work. In 2010 it launched 
its National Employment Service, hiring 
consultants across the regions to place 
veterans in “meaningful and sustainable 
work”. By 2018 over a thousand people had 
been found permanent employment. 

We very much enjoyed our outing on such a 
beautiful sunny day and were happy to see 
that the work of this excellent organisation 
continues to evolve.

Some of the many special markers made for the  
Field of Remembrance

Bob examining memorial crosses from 
both World Wars

Poppy wreaths for different service organisations 
attending the Cenotaph

Time for a cuppa All her own work!


