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A history of Kulbäcksliden 
Experimental Forest

The Swedish Institute of Experimental Forestry was established at the beginning 
of the 1900s in response to meet the need for guidance in silviculture and forestry. 
There was great concern that the forestlands of northern Sweden would become 
waterlogged. Researchers believed that the peat moss found on mires would spread 
rapidly, grow in the forest and waterlog the ground, causing the trees to die. 

◀ A photo of the team at 
Kulbäcksliden Experimen-
tal Field in the summer 
of 1913, ten years before 
the experimental forest 
was established. Pictured 
from left: Torsten Lager-
berg, Henrik Hesselman, J. 
Wallmark, Carl Malmström, 
Olsson, crown forest keeper 
Malm, forestry student 
Malm, Lindgren. 

Background
At the beginning of the 1900s, the Swedish Forest 
Experiment Institute was established, later changing 
its name to the Swedish Institute of Experimental 
Forestry. The institute was established to use re-
search to help guide how forests should be managed 
and worked. The need for research increased when 
Sweden’s first forestry act was adopted in 1903, which 
was mainly focused on protecting regrowth after 
logging.

Waterlogging
There was great concern that the peat moss found 
on mires would spread to the forests and kill all the 
trees. At the end of the 1800s, a professor named 
Axel Lundström believed that pine forests were under 
threat when spruce began growing in them. 

The spruce were thought to make the ground 
damper, enabling peat moss to grow and spread in 
the forests. The theory was that peat moss absorbed 
water like a sponge, which would further increase 

moisture levels and in turn cause a lack of oxygen that 
would kill the roots of conifer trees. Consequently, the 
researchers believed that conifers were withdrawing 
from areas with peat moss. Streams were cleaned, 
lakes were lowered and protective drainage ditch-
es were dug along the borders separating mires and 
forests to prevent waterlogging.

Experimental field-site was established 
In 1903, botanist Gunnar Andersson of the Swedish 
Institute of Experimental Forestry began studying 
the popular issue of waterlogging. An experimental 
field-site was established in northern Piteå in 1905, 
an then in 1909 in Kulbäcksliden Vindeln. At the time, 
the land belonged to Kulbäcksliden Crown Park, which 
was state-owned forestland. The crown park was part 
of the Degerfors territory, a forest management area 
that in 1920 encompassed 62 crown parks within its 
borders. 

The experimental fields were established because it 
seemed that the waterlogging problem was spreading 
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at a fast rate in these particular areas. Researcher Carl 
Malmström explains in his report ‘On the Danger of 
Waterlogging in the Forestlands of Norrland’ that the first 
experimental field at Kulbäcksliden was selected be-
cause the peat moss “seems to be overflowing its beds”. 

Studies of Degerö Stormyr
Peat moss researcher and botanist Carl Malmström 
took over the waterlogging project in 1913. Malm-
ström studied the Degerö Stormyr mire in Kulbäck-
sliden and in 1923 he showed in his doctoral thesis, 
‘Degerö Stormyr - A Botanical, Hydrological and Develop-
mental Study of a Mire Complex in Northern Sweden’, that 
the belief in waterlogging was completely misplaced. 

By using poles to mark out the limits of the peat 
moss, it became clear that the mire was not expand-
ing. Moreover, pollen samples from the peat at Degerö 
Stormyr showed that the mire had remained un-
changed for 3,000 years.

Experimental forest established in 1923
Gunnar Schotte, who was head of the Swedish 
Institute of Experimental Forestry, took the initia-
tive to establish experimental forests in Sweden in 
1918. Schotte spent many years looking for suita-
ble locations to establish the experimental forests. 
Kulbäcksliden Experimental Forest was established in 
1923. Research results and new forest management 
concepts could be field-tested in the experimental 
forests. 

Establishing the experimental forests enabled 
researchers to conduct many different experiments in 
the same areas and to monitor them over long periods 
of time. The science director and researchers were 
employed by the Swedish Institute of Experimental 
Forestry and visited the experimental forests pri-
marily during the snow-free season to conduct their 
research. The site manager, later referred to as a field 
experiment technician, was stationed at the site. To-
day, Kulbäcksliden Experimental Forest covers 1,400 
hectares, comprising both mires and forests.

Early site managers
Master forester Oscar Henriksson was appointed site 
manager, and lived and worked in a property in Vin-
deln provided by the institute. The property was com-
pleted in 1923. As site manager, Henriksson worked 
all year round managing the experimental forest, 
hiring staff, measuring temperatures at stations in 
Svartberget Experimental Forest and Kulbäcksliden 
Experimental Forest and much more.

In a letter to professor Henrik Hesselman, Oscar 
Henriksson asked to be excused from measuring the 
temperatures in the experimental forests on the coldest 
days of the year as he would suffer lengthy colds. 
Hesselman answered “(…) I cannot advise you other 
than to observe the utmost caution and to wear a suitable 

garment when making the observations. In the present 
circumstances, I do not consider myself able to excuse you 
from measuring station duties during the winter.” 

When Oscar Henriksson qualified as a master for-
ester, Axel Lundmark took over as site manager. 

Science directors
Forester Gunnar Schotte was administrator of the for-
estry department and then also head of the Swedish 
Institute of Experimental Forestry. In the initial few 
years, Schotte was science director for Kulbäcksliden 
Experimental Forest. Lars Tirén took over the role of 
science director in 1927 and documented Kulbäckslid-
en’s history of potash burning, tar production, saw-
mill operations and logging. Moreover, he studied the 
frequency and size of earlier forest fires, documenting 
the area’s fire history. Tirén also studied seeding and 
various types of ground preparation. 

Researchers and experiments
Professor Henrik Hesselman was the administrator of 
the natural sciences department at the Swedish Insti-
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▲ Master forester Oscar Henriksson 
was site manager at Kulbäcksliden 
Experimental Forest 1923-1956. He lived 
and worked in a property in Vindeln 
provided by the institute.

▲ Carl Malmström, 1940.
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tute of Experimental Forestry and then also its head 
following the death of Gunnar Schotte. Hesselman 
studied humus, the organic component of soil, and its 
significance in forest rejuvenation and forest nutrient 
uptake. Hesselman engaged three young assistants. 

Carl Malmström spent ten years conducting 
research at Degerö Stormyr before publishing his 
doctoral thesis in 1923. Malmström paid a large share 
of the cost of publishing his work and spent two 
summers researching the mire privately. Malmström 
also studied how ditching and fertilising mires affect 
forest growth on the mires. 

In 1915, Olof Tamm started out as an assistant in 
geology and soil science. That same year, Tamm was 
assigned by Henrik Hesselman to study the problems 
surrounding the processes in which soil is formed 
in waterlogged ground at two experimental fields. 
He also inventoried Sweden’s mineral deposits and 
bedrock.

Lars Gunnar Romell and Marie-Marthe Romell were 
plant physiologists and studied black hanging lichen 
during the first few years at Kulbäcksliden Experi-
mental Forest. Lars Gunnar Romell described the work 
they conducted together. 

Other researchers who worked at Kulbäcksliden 
include Erik Björkman, who studied the importance of 
light in the development of forest plants. Sven Petrini 
studied pine trunk shapes. Manfred Näslund studied 
the reactions of old spruce to logging measures. Einar 
Huss sowed conifer seeds on open land at the nurs-
ery. Gunnar Schotte and Edward Wibeck conducted 
provincial experiments on pine. Insect life and ground 
fauna were studied by Karl-Herman Forslund and 
Paul Spessivtseff.

Flakastugan
Kulbäcksliden Experimental Forest is home to Flakas-
tugan, which was completed in 1923. The cottage was 
used as both a laboratory and accommodation. Before 
Flakastugan was built, the researchers lived on farms 
near the experimental forest. The researchers main-

ly visited Kulbäcksliden during the summer months 
and hired a cook to take care of all food preparations 
and domestic duties. Miss Andersson worked at the 
cottage the first few summers, followed by Miss Ellen 
Jonsson. 

Trails and roads
The road was built the year after Flakastugan was 
completed. Part of a bike trail remains and if there 
was a longer stretch of bike trail, then the rest has 
either been built over or eroded. The mire still has 
timber walkways, which continued to Näsland where 
some of the staff working at Kulbäcksliden lived. 
Lars Gunnar Romell and Marie-Marthe Romell lived 
in Näsland. Romell describes the road between their 
lodgings and workplace.

“Instead we had long morning walks, five kilometres 
through forests and over mountains and mires. My wife 
coped with it all magnificently, including the mosquitoes.” 

Local residents
People from nearby farms have worked directly for 
the experimental forest or as loggers in and close 
to the experimental forest. Children from the farms 
delivered milk to the researchers. Generations later, 
people from the same families still work at the exper-
imental forest. 

The first real work we had to do was to 
play around with spruce to find out just 

how dangerous the black veil of hanging 
lichen was to their lives and health. 

Black hanging lichen had a really bad 
reputation as being the exterminating 

angel of poor spruce trees. 

We diligently removed or placed black 
lichen, and also conducted a small 

experiment in the spirit of plant 
physiology. Later, we discovered that 
our work was considered completely 

worthless at the plant biology 
department in Uppsala because we 

did not use correct Latin name for the 
black lichen.

Lars Gunnar Romell

▲ Flakastugan was used as 
both accommodation and a 
laboratory.
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Project PINUS, a project for innovative experiences in managed forests, aims to gather the tourism industry, the forest industry and forestry 
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The Museum of Forestry in Lycksele is the project owner.

Benefits of research and experiments
Carl Malmström’s thesis helped reduce concern about 
waterlogged mires. By studying older planting exper-
iments, Malmström concluded that ditching the mires 
did not provide sufficiently good soil quality for the 
forest to grow well. 

In addition to a well-documented cultural history, 
Lars Tirén’s studies into the history of the forest and 
forest fires at Kulbäcksliden provided insight into 

how forestry could contribute to better growth in the 
forest. 

Experiments in the experimental forest have pro-
vided guidance on how forests can best be managed 
and worked, which has led to the use of these forestry 
methods throughout Sweden. More than 1,600 exper-
iments have been conducted throughout Sweden and 
some continue today.


