
Sphagnum : the Healing Harvest             

The Need
As casualties mounted in the First World War, the need for enormous numbers of dressings became apparent very early on, and an address 
to the Medical Society of London in November 1914 referred to ‘the great prevalence of sepsis’ that was observed among the wounded. By 
1915, when both Britain and Germany were experiencing heavy casualties, Sphagnum dressings were already being used alongside less ab-
sorbent cotton and gauze dressings. The heavy casualties being suffered by British forces at that time were threatening to exhaust the avail-
able supply of cotton and gauze so in the same year (1915) the use of Sphagnum was officially sanctioned. This was the beginning of the huge 
mostly volunteer effort to collect, process and make sphagnum dressings. In 1916 it was estimated that the minimum number of dressing re-
quired per man would be thirty, and that up to one hundred million dressings would be required in a six months period  (Riegler, 1989). 

       The Extent and Volume
An accurate total of dressings used is impossible to come by, but a 
few statistics from a variety of sources give some idea of the scale of 
production:

22,000 dressings each month were produced in Aberdeen (Orcadian • 
Features, 2005).
In March 1916 the War Office requisitioned 5,000 dressings per • 
month from Ireland, an increase of 50% of previous monthly output.  
Production was disrupted in April by the Easter Rising, but by May 
they had ‘caught up’  (Reilly, 2002).
Between October 1917 and November 1918 Red Cross volunteers • 
in Washington, Oregon and Maine made 595,540 dressings (Wash-
ington State History).
When the war ended in November 1918 the American Red Cross • 
had just completed an order for half a million dressings, and had 
just started on another order of one million. At the same time the 
Canadian Red Cross was working on an order for 20 million dress-
ings, and was producing between 200,000 and 300,000 per month 
(Riegler, 1989).
It was estimated that an inexperienced woman could make five • 
dressings per hour, an experienced one, ten. It would therefore take 
a minimum of two million ‘woman hours’ to fulfil the Red Cross or-
der of 20 million dressings (Riegler, 1989).
Locally the Sheffield University Hospital Supply Depot produced • 
a total of 85,000 Sphagnum moss dressings together with 117 moss 
pads (possibly dysentery pads or splint pads) (SUHSD, 1919). In 
addition, the depot was supplying 1,000 muslin bags per week for 
compressed Sphagnum moss dressings manufactured in Edinburgh.  
A total of 27,800 bags were produced (SUHSD, 1919). 
By the time the Armistice was signed in 1918 over a million bags of • 
moss a month were being prepared and despatched to British mili-
tary hospitals; the Germans used even more (Buckingham, 2013).

       The Products
Surgical Dressings - the highest quality and the greatest quantity 
of Sphagnum were used for wound and surgical dressings. Field 
(wound) dressings and surgical dressings were manufactured 
differently. In the former the dried Sphagnum was compresssed 
making it more portable. The antiseptic and absorbent qualities 
meant that it could be used to dress a wound and then be kept in 
place until the casualty arrived at a main hospital perhaps two or 
three days later. Cathcart (1915) also reported on the efficacy of 
peat moss, (semi-decayed Sphagnum moss) although that nearest 
the surface, and therefore the least decayed, was found to be the 
best for surgical dressings.

Rest Pillows and Pads - These larger pillows and pads were 
made from lower-grade moss. They were used in hospitals for 
providing splint supports and pillows for supporting the stumps 
of amputees. The quality of the moss meant the pillows were soft 
and flexible and also had cooling or soothing properties. 

Dysentry Pads - The use of ‘second class’ species of Sphagnum 
moss to make dysentery pads does not appear to be widely re-
ported, and even when it is there is usually just a brief mention. 
However dysentry was rife and it would seem that, given the ap-
palling physical effects of the disease, together with the potential 
of mental breakdown, these pads are worthy of more than being 
relegated to second place because they were made from lower 
grade moss. Dr A.F. Hurst, the officer in charge of a special neu-
rological hospital reported that in Lemnos in 1915, ‘Very few of 
them could hold their hands out without shaking, and they were 
all in a condition of profound neurasthenia. The vast majority of 
the men at that time were suffering from dysentery.’ If these  pads 
played just a small part in making men feel more comfortable, 
and perhaps more importantly, enabled them to maintain just a 
little bit of dignity, we believe they fulfilled an equally important 
role as that of the surgical dressings.

Components of a Surgical Dressing 
showing the use of Sphagnum Moss.
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