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The Current Importance of
Peat Textiles*

On April 26, 1986, a nuclear reactor

exploded in Chernobyl in the

Ukraine. During the days and weeks
that followed radioactive clouds

spread across large parts of Europe.
Every particle of dust in this cloud,

which measured over 1000 m in

height, carried radioactive material:

large amounts of Iodine131, which
has an affinity with the thyroid, espe
cially in children and younger adults;
Strontium 90 with its inclination to

settle in bone in place of calcium; and

Cesium 137, which concentrates in
muscles in place of potassium. All of

these are carcinogenic and cause

damage to cells. Many people have

seen the impressive pictures of the
cloud mass gradually spreading
across the European sky. However
images based on radiation measure

ments for such death-dealing rays are

invisible to the human eye. Like a

fiery torch this apocalyptic horror

passed over the blue skies of Europe
in May 1986 undetected by any

human sense organ.
The effects were detectable in

Germany only few days after the
catastrophe: radioactive pollution
settled in fields and streets. Vegeta
bles, salad plants and milk had to be

avoided because they were polluted
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with radioactive particles; play areas

and sports grounds were closed for
the same reason, and children were

not allowed to play outdoors.

Everywhere people were justifi

ably anxious about coming into con
tact with deadly substances and

sought to protect themselves against
the radioactivity. Confusion was the

order of the day since the relevant
authorities were unable to form valid

judgments or set suitable guidelines.
Specialists in this field who might
have been consulted by the authori
ties were in many respects out of their

depth or put forward conflicting

opinions. Safety statisticians had pre
dicted something like this might

occur in the distant future so no one

knew what was going on. Fear and

misinformation drove people to
overreact or even take the wrong

kind of precautions.

Fear also prompted people to

take action with regard to the use of

peat products and textiles. The longer

the fallout lasted, the greater the

demand for peat textiles. Juliane
Endlich published details concerning
the post-Chernobyl situation and the

use of peat fiber textiles in Mensch und

Kleidung Nos. 27 and 28.¹ Below, a
closer look is taken at the limitations

of peat fibers, and we shall also show
the ways in which they can be useful,

for example as a filling for duvets, or
in rugs, mattress covers or clothes.

Source and development of peat
fiber

Peat fiber is a constituent of sheathed

cotton sedge Eriophorum vaginatum
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growing in bogs and boggy soils.

Raised bogs always develop on soils
with little mineral content where

there is almost no drainage. Rainwa

ter collects as though in a bath tub

that gradually fills up.

Few plant families survive in

such conditions; the original vegeta
tion-trees, bushes, or even whole for

ests gradually perish over the cen

turies: they become peat. Only moss
es, heathers and a few grasses survive
on the surface in these conditions

plants with few needs as regards

warmth and nutrients, and even these

gradually become submerged in the

water. Sphagnum mosses are the only

plants that flourish in these condi

tions. They grow over everything,

including themselves, creating a layer

of vegetation from which new shoots

constantly appear; new plants create
further layers on top of the dead bod

ies of older vegetation.

Over many years a spongy mass

of vegetable matter develops. In
creasing in thickness it will in the end

absorb 25 times its own weight in

water. The surface of these raised

bogs is noticeably higher than the
surrounding ground, hence their
name. Sunken bogs are flatter, as the

name implies; they contain more
nutrients and therefore support a

richer assortment of plants such as

birch, alder, sedge and bent.
Sheathed cotton sedge favors

raised bogs where it constantly dies

down and then regrows. Peat fibers

are obtained from the light-colored

peat nearest the surface of the bog.

The black peat lower down contains

almost no recognizable plant re

mains. Its dark color foreshadows the

process in which it will gradually
turn into coal.

Peat development is neither de
composition, with microbial activity

converting organic into inorganic
matter in the presence of air and

water, nor the result of putrefaction,

with bacteria ultimately converting

organic matter into sludge in a pro

cess that also generates CO₂, water,
and gases such as hydrogen and

methane. Peat develops once the

upper layers of vegetation have died
when a lengthy process begins in
which microbial action takes the

organic matter through many chemi

cal stages before it turns into humic

substance systems. Despite their lack

of structure these are relatively stable

mixtures of substances on the way to

becoming coal, with some very spe

cial properties.

In peat, the ascending (etheric)

forces in the remaining life processes
of the vegetation are met by descend

ing death processes that cause the ve

getation to disintegrate. Hence Rudolf

Steiner's general suggestion to his col

leagues: "In peat the ether forces have

a descending tendency; this must be

transformed into an ascending one."

In his book Fundamentals of Therapy

we read: "This divides plant nature

into two aspects. One is oriented

towards life, it is wholly in the sphere
of the periphery; these are the sprout

ing organs that sustain growth and
flower. The other is oriented toward

the lifeless, it remains in the sphere of
outward radiating forces, it includes
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everything that hardens growth, pro
viding a firm supporting structure for
life, etc."2 Such is the stream of sub

stances in which the lifeless comes to

life and what is alive dies; plants exist
within such a stream.

Raised bogs develop when

plants live in an ongoing process of
excessive new growth and dying. In

addition, raised bogs are in the form

of mounds. According to Rudolf
Steiner, for example in the lectures on

agriculture given in Koberwitz in
1924,³ mounds are particularly good
at absorbing the cosmic forces from

the periphery. Centuries of stored
forces of growth and development

from an originally healthy, vital natu
ral world free of environmental tox

ins are imprisoned in peat fibers.

Characteristics of peat and

peat fibers

A number of physical and chemical
properties can be deduced from what

has been stated above regarding the

development and composition of

peat. For a wider understanding of all

the effects, however, we shall, have to

base ourselves on points of view

gai from Rudolf Steiner's spiritu
al science. We can assume that much

of what can be said with regard to

peat also applies to peat fibers, since

these are a constituent of peat.

Peat preserves not only ancient
oak boles, tree coffins or corpses, but

fruit and vegetables laid in peat also

stay fresh longer. Decomposition and

putrefaction of organic matter are not
only prevented by lack of oxygen and
acidity; certain substances and forces

present in peat also counteract de
composition. Compost heaps should
be covered in a layer of peat. "This

would effectively protect the conver

sion processes in them from disrup
tive outside influences," said Rudolf

Steiner in the above-mentioned lec

tures on agriculture. A covering of

peat also helps to preserve the pro

cesses and activities of biodynamic

preparations. Although it may make
the garden soil more friable when

dug in, it is liable to hinder the stream

of substances in plant growth and can
even be harmful. It should not be

regarded as a fertilizer, for left in its

natural state it has absolutely no fer

tilizing effect.

(A discussion of its suitability as

a filler and for insulation in healthy

domestic architecture goes beyond
the scope of this article).

Peat provides warmth

The warming, vitalizing effect of peat

has been used for a long time in the

treatment of rheumatic or sclerotic

conditions. This is due to the high

specific heat of the humic substance

system; such heat is easily stored.* It

goes without saying that individual
reactions must be taken into account

when medicinal peat products and

preparations are used. The same goes

for the wearing of peat fiber textiles,
which will be discussed below.

This brings us to the advantages

of healthy clothing. We all know the

discomforts of wearing easy-care
synthetic textiles that quickly make a
good many of us perspire and smell.
This generally happens because heat

JAM Vol.12 Nr.4 1995

REPORTS

83


