
Sphagnum : the Healing Harvest             

Collecting the Sphagnum
The collection of Sphagnum moss appears to have been carried out across the UK wherever there were peat bogs, from Orkney to Dartmoor 
and Ireland during WW1. It was also collected in peat bog locations across the British Empire and in the United States of America. The 
methods used in collecting and processing were sometimes different but in all cases the basic work was carried out largely by volunteers. 
They were co-ordinated through a series of local, regional and national depots and centres.  

Collection could either be by hand or by using a rake (Grieve, 1930). Gathering by hand must have been back breaking work but it cannot 
have been easy using either method. Sphagnum grows in boggy conditions and often remote locations which were not easily accessible un-
less you lived nearby and were used to working on the moors. A report from The Times in 1918 describes one of the collectors from Dart-
moor, ‘Often knee-deep in the great bogs and mires for miles around a man, who has devoted himself to the work, labours daily in the fair 
and foul weather. Nearly 5,000 sacks has this devoted worker collected since last spring.’(Buckingham, 2013). 

In the UK there did not appear to have been any resistance on the part of private landowners to the gathering of Sphagnum moss. At this 
time and for most of the following century, much of the upland moors were closed to local people, used as shooting estates and patrolled by 
gamekeepers protecting the game-birds. However, collecting Sphagnum, irrespective of patriotic duty as part of the war effort, was seen in 
a positive light. Indeed according to The Scotsman, ‘Proprietors and shooting tenants would hail with pleasure the total extirpation of this 
moss. It is within its simple, narrow leaves that the destructive heather beetle lays its clutch of eggs. … Owing to its perennial dampness it is 
difficult or impossible to destroy Sphagnum by burning, and the picking of it by hand will operate potently to the benefit of game preserving’ 
(Cathcart, 1915).

       Transporting the Sphagnum
As the Sphagnum was so full of water, advice was given that the moss should be 
squeezed out by hand as much as possible on the moor before putting it into the 
transport sacks. This would save on the volume and weight to be transported. Once 
at the edge of the moor, the sacks would be loaded and transported by a variety of 
means. On Orkney, local businesses provided lorries, both to transport moss gather-
ers to the moors, and to take the moss back to Kirkwall (main town).

In Dumfries and Galloway the collection of Sphagnum moss was organised by the 
Reverend Adam Forman, manager of the family estate of Craigielands, near Beat-
tock.  ‘… he organised the collection and despatch of sphagnum moss for field 
dressings. … his organising powers were considerable and soon, with a battalion of 
Women’s Army Corps workers at his back, he was organising sphagnum moss for the 
whole of Scotland.’ (Forman 1990)

Mary Pakenham a Red Cross VAD from Ireland 
described the types of Sphagnum collected,
 ‘Easily the most picturesque of our war activi-
ties was the gathering of Sphagnum moss from 
the bog.  We had a special sort of two-ended sack 
which we hung round our necks like a stole and 
we went barefoot over the bog fishing the clumps 
of moss out of the pools. There were three sorts, 
brown-and-thick, green-and-straggly and the com-
monest and much despised third class stuff which 
was red-and-measly’  (cited in Reilly, 2002).
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    Volunteer Effort 
In the UK, much of the collecting and initial processing 
was undertaken by local volunteers either individuals or 
groups who already worked on the moors or lived in the 
local villages. 

Buckingham (2013) describes some of the effort which 
the people of Okehampton made to gather the Sphag-
num. ‘Typical of those engaged in collecting Sphagnum 
moss were members of the Okehampton Bible Class 
... Other Okehampton volunteers included Mr T. Dick 
who gathered 200 sacksful in just two months and Mr 
John Durant who, by mid-1916, had collected a to-
tal of around 1000 lbs of moss, mainly around Yes Tor,         
using a specially made rake and walking 800 miles in 
the process.’

This effort was replicated across the country but even 
then more volunteers and groups were needed to keep 
up the effort. Youth organisations such as the Boy’s Bri-
gade, Scout Troops and Girl Guides were asked to take 
part as were members of the Red Cross Voluntary Aid 
Detachments (VAD). Such was the importance of gath-
ering Sphagnum moss for dressings that in 1920 the 
people of Widecombe-in-the-Moor were presented with 
a trophy in recognition of their work. 

WAAC workers using Rev. Forman’s 2-handed 
trolley to transport Sphagnum across the moor.

This 15” naval shell was         
presented by The Naval War   
Savings Committee in 1920 to 
the people of Widecombe in            
recognition of their efforts      
during the First World War   
gathering Sphagnum moss for use 
in the treatment of wounds.

Kirkwall Moss-gatherers July 1917.

       Longshaw: the Local Connection
Doris Emma Elliott was a VAD (volunteer) nurse at Longshaw Lodge Convalescent 
Hospital for Wounded Soldiers during the First World War. The Lodge was part of 
the Duke of Rutland’s moorland estate and was requisitioned for the war effort. Her 
grandaughter told one of the authors that Doris also collected Sphagnum on the local 
moors. It is very probable that the moss that was gathered by her was sent to Shef-
field to be processed and made into dressings by the Sheffield University Hospital 
Supply Depot (SUHSD) which produced over 85,000 dressings in total. 
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