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“The tiny moss, whose silken verdure clothes 

The time-worn rock, and whose bright capsules rise 

Like fairy urns on stalks of golden sheen, 

Demand our admiration and our praise, 

As much as cedar, kissing the blue sky, 

Or Krubul’s giant flower.  God made them all, 

And what He deigns to make should ne’er be deemed 

Unworthy of our study and our love.” 

 

In the forests, soft green layers grow among decaying leaves and woodland wastes, 

forming a velvety carpet, which is a welcome sign of spring after the winter snows have melted 

and hidden areas of bright green moss are once again revealed.  Quietly, but persistently, these 

tiny plants bravely grew during the long winter under the blanket of snow.  This moss is the main 

source of sustenance for the deer living in the polar regions of Finland and Alaska.  They are 

well equipped to dig through the heavy layers of snow to obtain their winter food supply. 

The early pioneers considered moss of much practical value for they mixed it with clay 

and used it to fill the crevices between the logs. 

Undoubtedly, most of us are familiar with these small green leafy stems which resemble 

miniature ferns and trees.  They live so compactly that they appear as a plush needle cushion 

with large eyed needles projecting upward.  These needle-like structures, called sporophores, are 

found only in certain seasons when the spores or seeds are being produced.  The threadlike stem 

supports a cylindrical or spindly-shaped cap containing a cloud of minute dust-like spores which 

are released when the lid of the capsule opens.  These spores germinate and give rise to new 

plants. 

Have you ever observed a patch of moss turn brown or grey during the course of the day 

when the sun shone on it?  Have you also noticed how green it again becomes when a rain 

descends or when it is refreshed with water?  Can you explain this transformation?  The color 

changes which occurs in this sunlight-sensitive and moisture-loving plant is caused by the 

folding of the leaves in sunlight, thus, exposing the thicker and more resistant undersurface of 

the plant which is usually grey or brown. 

Few plants are more universal in their distribution; they exist from marsh land and 

seashore to mountain peaks, from frigid snow-covered polar regions to the heat on rocky ledges, 

from the secluded areas on the bank of a quiet stream to the exposed cracks between the bricks of 

a busy pavement, from the shingles of a shaded roof to the “old oaken bucket” suspended over 

the well. 

How can these small plants which appear so delicate and helpless survive barren 

mountain sides and rocky peaks?  Close observation will disclose their small string-like roots, 

called rhizoids, which secrete a fluid that dissolves the limestone, thus enabling them to obtain a 

supply of minerals.  Carbon dioxide is absorbed from the air, while moisture is secured in the 

form of raindrops or dew.  The green coloring matter in the plant is essential in combining these 

elements to manufacture food for growth and development.  These rhizoids continue to exert 

pressure as they grow into the rocks and gradually split off tiny particles. 



“A small sisterhood of plodding lichens 

Wrought on the rock; the sun, the wind and rain, 

Helping them gladly, till each fissure filled 

And fit for planting, mosses come in haste 

And strewed small seeds (spores) among them, destined they 

To clothe the stern old rock with softest verdure.” 

 

Mosses, by their very nature, are so arranged as to collect and retain water for a 

considerable period of time and thus prevent water from running off the mountain slopes and 

draining off the forest hills so rapidly. 

Marshal, in his book on Mosses and Lichens, has stated, “Above the tree line, in slight 

depressions on the sloping rocky mountain sides, one may often find extensive patches of 

Shagnum moss and Reindeer lichens which are crisp and dry on the surface, and yet retain so 

much water in their matted as to render it possible for one to obtain a supply of clear water.  

From areas of moss more extensive and of greater depth, tiny rills often trickle on their way to 

join other rills of similar origin.  The sources of many a babbling brook or purling spring in the 

valley may be traced to the supersaturated moss bed of a mountain forest.” 

Along spring-fed mountain streams are found mosses which obtain part of their carbon 

dioxide (used in making food) from the decomposition of bicarbonate of lime found in the water.  

The insoluble calcium carbonate, consequently, precipitates out and encrusts the lower parts of 

the moss allowing the tips to continue growth.  Consequently, the stream banks become calcified 

and elevated.  Some have raised as much as 48 feet in this manner which is estimated to have 

taken approximately 2000 years.  Thus once again we are reminded that seemingly insignificant 

things occupy a very definite place in God’s wonderful creation. 

 

Originally Published in: 

Vol. 8 No. 6 March 1948 


