
Sphagnum : the Healing Harvest             

Introduction
Species of Sphagnum Moss or Bog Moss, as it is sometimes known, 
are major peat forming plants which grow in wet, boggy places often 
forming large mounds or cushions over the surface. Over the years, 
if undisturbed these mosses are responsible for deep accumulations 
of partly-decayed material which slowly helps to form a peat layer. 
The moss is made up of minute tubes and spaces, giving it a struc-
ture similar to a sponge, enabling it to absorb large amounts of water. 
However, one of the key characteristics is that water can be squeezed 
out of the moss without damaging its structure, the moss can be dried 
and when re-wetted is able to absorb fluid once again (Grieve, 1930). 
The virtues of its absorbent qualities have been known for centuries 
and in addition it has healing qualities having mildly antiseptic and 
astringent properties. These absorbent and antiseptic qualities made 
it an ideal medium for wound dressings as well as other uses such as 
babies’ napkins and sanitary products. 

       Traditional Uses
Laplanders and Canadian Indians laid dried Sphagnum in their 
children’s cradles instead of a mattress, often covering it with the 
downy hairs of reindeer, ‘and being changed night and morning, it 
keeps the infant remarkable clean, dry and warm’ (Grieve, 1930). 
In both Lapland and Newfoundland it has been used for dressing 
wounds. The Chippewa Indians, one of the largest groups of native 
American people, used Sphagnum moss as an absorbent, for pil-
lows, mattresses, furniture stuffing, and as an insulator to keep milk 
either cool or warm. Eskimos traditionally used the dried moss to 
pad their sealskin boots instead of socks while in China it has been 
used as a cure for haemorrhoids and eye conditions.
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The Background           

                         Historical Use : A Timeline
‘Otzi the Iceman’, the five thousand year old body found on a mountain 
glacier in 1991 showed signs of having used Sphagnum moss to dress a 
wound on his hand (Dickson, 2009). There is a Bronze Age burial in Fife 
where it was found on the chest of a body, possibly suggesting that it 
was put there to dress a wound (Dickson, 1978). 

An early eleventh century Gaelic Chronicle refers to the aftermath of the 
Battle of Clontarf in Ireland, where the wounded soldiers insisted on tak-
ing part tied to wooden stakes for support with their wounds ‘bound up 
with moss’. (Cathcart, 1915). Grieve (1930) says that after the Battle of 
Flodden (1513) the Highlanders are reported to have ‘staunched their 
bleeding wounds by filling them with bog moss and soft grass’.

In 1880s Germany, a severe wound on a workman’s arm which was 
wrapped in fragments of ‘peat’ had started to heal rather than deteriorate 
after several days travel to hospital. This prompted German scientists to 
investigate the properties of Sphagnum and the conclusions, documented 
in several medical journals, were that Sphagnum was an ideal material 
for surgical dressings. In 1895 the French War Department began using 
Sphagnum dressings. It was first employed on a large-scale in the Rus-
sian-Japanese War of 1904-05. 

The First World War saw the greatest use of Sphagnum for medical 
purposes but it was also collected on a smaller-scale in the UK during 
WW2. In December 1939 the Glasgow Herald reported that ‘Sphagnum 
moss picked on the moors of Scotland is being flown to Finland for use 
as hospital dressings’. In the early 1940s Sphagnum was collected on the 
moors around Holme Moss and further north in England by volunteers. 
A request appeared in the Northern Rambler in June 1942 for walkers to 
collect Sphagnum moss which elicited the response that the moors were 
‘out of bounds’ for walkers so the request was advocating an illegal ac-
tivity (tresspass) and it was an offence to pick the moss.

       Commercial Uses
From the late 19th through the 20th century and into the 21st, 
Sphagnum has been used for a variety of commercial products. 

Peat Products (Sphagnol) Limited, an English company was in op-
eration from at least 1899 until January 1969. The products were 
made from a distillate of peat moss and included ointment, medi-
cal soap, suppositories and shaving soap. They claimed to be a 
remedy for a wide range of skin diseases and the suppositories 
were used in the treatment of haemorrhoids. The company also 
produced veterinary preparations, and advertised in the Crufts Dog 
Show catalogue for a number of years in the 1930s.

A number of patents have been applied for since the mid 1990s 
for using Sphagnum moss for a variety of purposes. The inhibition 
of biofilm formation and removal of biofilm appears to be the one 
that has had the greatest commercial success so far. In 2009 the 
application began to be used commercially in public swimming 
pools and  hospital therapy pools in the USA.
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