
YESTERDAY’S NEWS 

 

Sphagnum moss is a tradiƟonal wound dressing, very absorbent and containing sphagnan, a 
compound that inhibits the growth of some bacteria. As the First World War dragged on into 
its second year, coƩon was increasingly diverted to make explosives. Thus it was that an 
Edinburgh army surgeon, Lieutenant Colonel Cathcart, was able to persuade the War Oĸce to 
approve the surgical use of sphagnum. As he pointed out, the Germans were already doing 
just that. It became an immediate success, with military hospitals crying out for supplies. By 
the end of the war, one million dressings a month were being produced. Tiree was part of this 
war eīort. 
 

1916 

SPHAGNUM MOSS DRESSINGS: CALL FOR MORE WORKERS. 

‘The wonderful absorbent property of sphagnum moss as a surgical dressing is now fully 
appreciated by the War Oĸce and by surgeons and nurses, and large quanƟƟes are needed 
for the treatment of our wounded men. The demand is greater than the supply, and the 
Inverness War Dressings Supply AssociaƟon appeals to those who have been collecƟng the 
moss to conƟnue their eīorts, and, if pracƟcable, to increase them.’ (Northern Chronicle and 

General Advertiser for the North of Scotland, 24 May 1916, p. 4) 

 

1917 

SPHAGNUM MOSS WORK AT OBAN.   
Raasay Lodge, Oban, 6th February, 1917. 

 

‘Sir, l should be very grateful if you can Įnd room for the enclosed leƩer in your next issue of 
‘The Oban Times.’ I feel it would be of great interest and encouragement to all our kind 
workers to know how much their help has been appreciated, and I also hope it may induce 
many new workers to come forward and do their utmost to collect and clean sphagnum moss, 
and send it to the Oban Depot, where labels and sacks will be supplied to anyone who requires 
them.—l am, etc. Madeline R MacLeod, Convener, Sphagnum Moss Depot, Oban.’ 
 

‘The CommiƩee are most appreciaƟve of the valuable and important share taken by the Lorn 
Depot in the work of this OrganisaƟon. Your contribuƟon for last month of 1,000 dressings 
and six sacks of cleaned and dried moss was most excellent, and the work was done in a most 
saƟsfactory manner. The demand for Sphagnum Moss dressings conƟnues to grow, and every 
month establishes a new record in our output. Six months ago, the record reached 30,000 per 
month, but in the month just completed (January), no less than 69,000 dressings were 
despatched to the War Hospitals in England, France, Salonika, Mesopotamia and India. There 
is no sign that we have reached the maximum monthly demand that will be made upon us, 
but it will call for a greatly increased eīort to maintain our supply at the point already reached, 



and it is hoped that the urgency and necessity of the work will appeal to many more to come 
forward and help. It oīers an opportunity, which should be considered a privilege, to do 
something for those who are giving so much for us, and I hope to hear that you succeed 
In doubling your output before long. With renewed thanks to all who have assisted in 
the past,  W. A. Philip, Hon. Secretary, War Dressings Supply, 87 Palmerston Place, Edinburgh.’ 
(Oban Times and Argyllshire AdverƟser, 17 February 1917, p. 3) 
 

A RED CROSS WORK PARTY  IN TIREE. 
DESCRIBED BY LORD GUTHRIE. 

‘A Monday to Friday visit to The Lodge last week leŌ many pleasant memories behind for 
lifelong enjoyment. But none brighter than of the comely and intelligent faces of the 28 Red 
Cross workers who met at Lady Frances Balfour’s [The Lodge, GoƩ] … Their work that day  was 
picking sphagnum moss on the island, that indispensable friend of the surgeon and of the 
wounded sailor, soldier, airman and muniƟon worker. Work over and tea on, I spoke to the 
ladies, and I never had a more responsive audience, quick to take points, and appreciaƟve 
both grave and gay. I did not on this occasion follow Lord Rosebery’s recipe for a public speech: 
“Begin with a jest; follow on with an anecdote; and wind up with a LaƟn quotaƟon.”’ (Oban 
Times and Argyllshire AdverƟser, 3 August 1918, p. 5) [Lord Rosebery was a Liberal poliƟcian, 
Prime Minister in 1895] 
 

Lord Guthrie was an eminent Edinburg lawyer and judge. He was also legal adviser to the 
Church of Scotland. This was probably how he had met Lady Frances Balfour, the aunt of the 
ninth Duke of Argyll and a frequent visitor to The Lodge. I would be interested to hear the 
whereabouts of the Sphagnum Moss Depot in Oban. 
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