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Synopsis 

England, 1914. Poppy is working as a parlourmaid in the 
de Vere family’s country house, and finds herself falling for 
Freddie, the youngest de Vere brother, who has so far 
avoided being called up to fight in WWI. Freddie seems to 
have feelings for her, too, though Poppy is all too aware of 
the class differences that divide them. 

Poppy’s life takes a dramatic turn when her forward-
thinking former teacher, Miss Lutrell, suggests she could 
do more with her life by becoming a VAD (Voluntary Aid 
Detachment) nurse. Initially unconvinced she’d be capable 
of such a thing, Poppy is encouraged by Miss Lutrell’s 
support and her application is successful. 

As Poppy embraces the challenges of caring for wounded 
soldiers at a hospital in Southampton, her brother, Billy, is 
posted overseas, and she learns that Freddie is also 
serving in a regiment that’s due to be stationed abroad. To 
her delight, he’s keen to meet her and they enjoy an 
afternoon together before he leaves. But Poppy’s hope that 
there might be something between them is dashed when 
she learns that Billy has been imprisoned in a section of 

her hospital for the crime of purposefully injuring himself. Thankfully, a young doctor that Poppy 
has befriended diagnoses Billy with the newly recognised condition of shell shock and, rather than 
facing the possibility of a death sentence, he’s sent to a specialist hospital for treatment. 

Poppy is thrown into turmoil when she sees the announcement of Freddie’s engagement to a 
young woman his mother had long-hoped he’d marry, despite his assurances that he had no 
intention of doing so. And so Poppy promptly applies for a position on the frontline . . .   

  

Themes 

On one level, Poppy is an absorbing coming-of-age story about a young woman growing up, and 
falling in love, in exceptional circumstances. It is also a novel that provokes discussion of many 
important issues around attitudes towards war, the effects and morality of war, notions of 
patriotism, bravery and cowardice, the recognition of shell shock as a condition, and living with 
extreme disfigurement and life-changing injuries. The novel also offers insight into the 
tremendous social changes engendered by WWI, such as the blurring of boundaries between 
classes, and women making a more active contribution to life outside the domestic sphere. 
 

Writing Style 

Poppy is a deftly plotted, strongly characterised historical novel with contemporary resonance. 
Packed with period detail that vividly evokes life in England during WWI, the novel is essentially 



told from Poppy’s point of view, with interspersed letters offering deeper insight into other key 
characters. The author’s expert characterisation is achieved through realistic dialogue that reflects 
both the era and different social classes, and through considered attention to physical, as well as 
psychological and emotional, states. 

 

Author Background 

Mary Hooper was born in Barnes, south-west London, and now lives in Henley-on-Thames. After 
leaving school and working as a window dresser and typist, Mary’s writing career was born when 
she had a short story published in teen magazine, Jackie. Since then, Mary has created a diverse 
and highly regarded body of work, from picture books and young fiction to contemporary YA and 
historical novels. At The Sign of the Sugared Plum was part of the 2010 Booked Up scheme and 
Fallen Grace was nominated for the 2011 Carnegie Medal. 

 

Study Notes/For Discussion 

1) While Poppy is set in England in 1914, do you think the novel offers any universal insights that 
transcend time and place? What contemporary relevance does it have? 

 

2) Consider the following opinions about WWI: 

a) ‘What more noble ambition could there be for a boy?’ on page 3. 

b) ‘They do say that war brings out the best in people.’ on page 57. 

c) ‘A whole generation wiped out in Germany, in France, Belgium and England. Where’s the 
sense in that?’ on page 124. 

d) ‘Worse than hell.’ on page 176. 

Which view, if any, do you most agree with and why? Do you strongly disagree with any? To what 
extent is the statement that ‘war brings out the best in people’ true of the characters in this novel?  

 

3) What do Poppy’s letters from her brother reveal about how war might affect some individuals? 
Compare and contrast Billy’s first letter (Chapter Ten) with those Poppy receives later, especially 
pages 175‒177, where he says ‘this place is worse than hell’. Do you think he’s naïve about what 
to expect when he says he’s ‘looking forward to knocking it to ‘em’ (page 133)? How did you 
respond to learning that he’d deliberately wounded himself in order to be sent home? 

 

4) ‘The war has changed everything, hasn’t it?’  Poppy ponders on page 57.  

a) Find three examples of how gender roles and/or class boundaries were changed by the 
war.  

b) Can you find any examples of the limitations of these changes? For example, consider the 
letter Poppy receives from Violet de Vere (pages 118‒119). And consider Dr Michael 
Archer’s comment that ‘if officers can be found to be suffering from nerves, I see no reason 
why a regular Tommy shouldn’t’ (page 221). What do these instances reveal about 
continuing class and gender divides? 

 



5) How does the author convey a sense of the period? Select three passages to support your 
answer. 

 

6) Select three pivotal points in the novel to explain how the author creates tension. 

 

7) ‘Young, enterprising, healthy, intelligent. You could make a real difference,’ encourages Miss 
Luttrell (page 25). Do you think Poppy would have left domestic service and done something 
different with her life without her former teacher’s backing?  

 

8) Were you surprised when Poppy sent Freddie the white feather? Why do you think she did it? 
What does it reveal about her character?  

 

9) As she’s about to begin a new role in a large hospital, Poppy admits to ‘feeling scared of what 
might be expected of her. It felt as if she was about to act in a starring role at the theatre, but she 
‘hadn’t yet learned her lines’ (page 127). At what point do you think she has ‘learned her lines’? 
How does Poppy mature during the course of the novel? Compare her reaction to seeing a 
severely disfigured soldier for the first time (page 92) to her behaviour on pages 231‒233 and 
246‒247. 

 

10) ‘You don’t seem to realise what you’ve done, Billy – how you’ve let everyone down.’ (page 
237). Do you agree with Poppy?  

 

11) How did you feel about the novel’s ending? Were you shocked by the announcement of 
Freddie and Miss Cardew’s engagement? How did you feel about Poppy applying for a position on 
the front line? 

 

12) Have any of your opinions about WWI, or war in general, changed since reading this novel? 
What have you learned? 

 

Creative Activities  

1) Write copy for a recruitment poster for VADs. Think up an arresting heading, and include 
information about the basic duties successful applicants would perform, and the kind of qualities 
the position demands.  

 

2) Write a strapline that conveys the essence of the novel to attract readers. You might like to 
adapt a sentence from the book, or pose a striking statement or question about the novel’s themes, 
and/or the challenges Poppy faces. 

 

3) Imagine you’re Thomas Stilgoe and write a letter home. Think about how old he really is, what 
he’s experiencing and what he would say to his mum. For example, might he protect her from how 
he was really feeling?  



 

Suggested Further Reading 

In addition to the author’s notes and bibliography at the back of Poppy, you might also enjoy these 
novels set in WWI: 

• Remembrance by Teresa Breslin 

• Private Peaceful; War Horse; A Medal for Leroy by Michael Morpurgo 

• When the Guns Fall Silent by James Riordan 

• Soldier Dog by Sam Angus 

• Cowards; The Foreshadowing by Marcus Sedgwick 

 

Also by Mary Hooper  

Historical novels 

• At the House of the Magician  

• By Royal Command  

• The Betrayal  

• Fallen Grace  

• The Extraordinary Life and Times of Eliza Rose  

• Petals in the Ashes  

• At the Sign of the Sugared Plum 

• Newes from the Dead   

• Velvet 

• The Disgrace of Kitty Grey 

 

Contemporary fiction 

• Zara  

• Chelsea and Astra   

• Amy  

• Holly  

• Megan series 

 

For younger readers 

• Revolting Katie series 

• Two Naughty Angels series  

 

 


