
Sphagnum : the Healing Harvest             

Processing the Sphagnum: Drying and Cleaning
Once the Sphagnum had been collected and taken to the local depot or collecting centre it went through a series of processes before being 
made into dressings or pads. The first stage, which had begun on the moor was to squeeze out as much water as possible to make it lighter to 
transport and as a preliminary to the drying process. Additional squeezing could be carried out using a laundry mangle at the local depot.

The drying and cleaning process varied depending partly on the weather conditions, the speed with which the Sphagnum was needed and the 
quantity being processed. Opinion seemed to be divided as to whether artificial heat should be used in the drying of the moss. Mrs Grieve 
recommended drying in the open air, but on Orkney it was taken to the baker or the blacksmith to dry (The Orcadian, 1917). As Bucking-
ham (2013) points out, many of the areas where collecting was taking place were also areas with the highest rainfall, ‘After the moss had been 
gathered it had to be sorted and dried, usually by being left outside in wire trestles. Sometimes the drying period turned out to be long and 
frustrating when, Dartmoor weather being what it is, it began to rain or a mist came down and made the moss wet again!’  

After the Sphagnum had been dried and picked clean it was then ready to be made into dressings. This may have been done locally, especially 
if it was to be used in the local hospital, or transported to a processing centre.  

   Making the Dressings: British Method
The most basic dressings simply consisted of some moss being packed into a small mus-
lin bag. It was packed loosely to allow for the moss to swell as it absorbed moisture. 
An amount of 2oz of moss in a bag measuring 10 x 14 inches was recommended. These 
dressings were for use in home hospitals (Grieve, 1930).

For field hospitals, the moss was compressed into cakes and then placed in muslin bags, 
very much larger than the size of the cake. These were much easier to pack to send over-
seas. In Scotland there was a munitions factory where a hydraulic press was used to 
compress the moss into cakes. Thus, the machinery ‘which one hour was moulding shell 
bases, was in the next devoting its energy to compressing the healing cakes of Sphagnum 
moss’ (Grieve, 1930). 

The dressings were then treated to eliminate any harmful bacteria. The early method used 
sterilisation which had the disadvantage of destroying some of Sphagnum’s absorbent 
properties. Col. Cathcart F.R.C.S recommended an improved method ‘sublimation’, dip-
ping in a mercurial solution, squeezing out excess moisture and then drying them. 
 
The British government also procured tons of garlic bulbs, the raw juice of which was di-
luted with water and added to the moss as garlic is also noted for its antiseptic qualities. 
‘Where this treatment was adopted there were no specific complications, and thousands 
of lives were thus saved’ (Grieve, 1930).

‘In this county [Orkney] there are tons of moss, and if everyone will gather 
who can do so, what a harvest of healing there will be.’  
                 (The Orcadian, 1917)

Vickery (1995) describes one method of drying and 
sorting as follows, ‘At Langholme, in Dumfriesshire, 
the Duke of Buccleuch’s head keeper would take us 
out on the hill to pick Sphagnum moss as part of the 
war effort. We would collect it in sacks, and then lay 
it across the lawn on dust sheets to dry. Afterwards 
all the bits of heather and peat, dead frogs and other 
foreign bodies had to be picked out of it before it 
could be sent to the hospital.’

Forman (1990) describes the method used by Rev.
Forman (his father), ‘From far and wide lorries 
drove up to Craigielands laden with dripping sacks 
of moss which was spread to dry on frames on the 
tennis courts. Then, after a number of simple indus-
trial processes, the moss was shredded, packed and 
despatched.’

Picking over the Sphagnum moss in 
North America.

The American Method of Making Surgical Dressings 
proposed by Hotson, University of Washington.
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The Great War 1914-1918        

Making the Dressings: USA Method
The Americans adopted an altogether more 
complicated approach as described by Hotson. 
He gave very detailed instructions of how they 
should be made which went through 14 stages. 
American dressings comprised four elements; 
gauze, ‘Zorbik’ or ‘Scot tissue’, non-absorbent 
cotton, and Sphagnum. Labelling was also impor-
tant, with information about the number of dress-
ings and their size together with a note stamped 
on each bundle, ‘N.B.  The cotton side does not 
go next to the wound’.  Finally, the best method 
of packing was described.  In spite of his exacting 
instructions, Hotson also wrote ‘do not become 
fussy about minute non-essential details’.

Racks for Drying Sphagnum 
indoors.

Kirkwall (Orkney) Ladies Making 
Dressings.

Baling Sphagnum in Washington 
State, USA.

A Gauze cutting table with overhead spreading 
and folding device, University of Washington.


