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Potash – for snus 
and soap

Potash (potassium carbonate K2CO3) used to be an important raw material within in-
dustry used primarily in the manufacture of soap and glass, but even for the Swed-
ish tobacco product snus, in pharmaceuticals and for dyeing fabrics. Its production 
required wood ash from deciduous trees that was first leached, after which the lye 
was evaporated by boiling, and then it was calcined, that is, heated for further puri-
fication. Clay or iron pots were used for the evaporation process, hence the name. 

◀	Potash	fire,	2016.
	 In	Norrland,	potash	burning	
was	an	important	subsidary	
income	for	agricultural	for-
est	farmers	during	the	first	
half	of	the	1800s.	

Production
Wood, primarily from deciduous trees, was gath-
ered in piles in the forest and burned when the risk 
of a forest fire was low. The fire was burned slowly 
because otherwise the precious ash would get carried 
away by air currents. The ashes were then collect-
ed and transported for boiling, where they were 
leached into lye in large vats. The process required 
large amounts of water and was often conducted 
close to a mire or waterway. Even today, there are 
mires named Potash for this reason. The leached lye 
was then boiled in large clay or iron pots for further 
 evaporation. 

The removal of organic matter from the potash, 
‘calcination’, was achieved by heating it on a flat 
hearthstone or a metal plate fired from below. The 
yellow-brown potash then turned a white-grey colour 
and was packed in tightly sealed pine barrels to pre-
vent it from reabsorbing any water or moisture. 

Farmer’s	ash
Potash has been burned in Sweden since the 1300s. 
Initially, it was mainly beech forests in southern Swe-
den that were logged for the purpose. Potash produc-
tion gained momentum in the first half of the 1800s 
when the Swedish state promoted its production in 
northern Sweden by teaching farmers the manu-
facturing process. Here birch and aspen were used 
instead. The Swedish state believed that smallhold-
ers needed a financial boost due to the harsh climate 
resulting in poor returns from farming. 

The establishment of the Strömbäck glassworks 
outside Umeå in 1750 helped increase demand for 
this raw material. Potash was also exported to Europe 
and as such became an important source of income 
for these farmers. In the 1820s, Västerbotten was 
exporting 382,000 kg of potash a year. Then in the 
1860s, industrially produced potash from Germany 
started competing with the so-called farmer’s ash 
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from northern Sweden. Consequently, the farmers 
began producing tar and, eventually, felling timber to 
supplement their agricultural income instead. 

Yields	and	forest	impact
Large amounts of deciduous wood were required for 
potash production, some 20 cartloads of firewood 
(1 cartload = 1.5 cubic metres) to produce 1 kg of 
potash. Natural wildfires, which were commonplace 
in forest landscapes before, had probably created 
so-called deciduous burns, areas with only deciduous 
trees. These were widely used for potash produc-
tion. Today, it is difficult to say whether the forest 
landscape was affected by the intensive logging of 
deciduous trees for potash production because the 
forests have been subjected to many different types of 
logging since. 

Large-diameter and rotten deciduous trees were 
especially popular for potash production because they 
burned more slowly and produced more ash. Today, 
we know that these trees are particularly important 
for maintaining biological diversity. It is likely that 
these trees diminished in number, at least locally, as a 
result of potash production. 

Traces	in	the	landscape
Even today you can see traces of potash production 
in forest landscapes. Sites used for burning can be 
identified by frequent spruce regeneration. The sur-
rounding trees can also exhibit fire scars caused by 
the burning.

Large-diameter and rotten deciduous 
trees were especially popular for 
potash production because they 

burned more slowly and produced 
more ash.

REFERENCES		/

• Östlund, L, Zackrisson, O. & Strotz, H. (1998). Potash Production in Northern Sweden: history and Ecological Effects of a Pre-Industrial Land-use. 
Environment and History. 4 (3). 

• Per André 1998. Pottaska i Skellefteå. I: Skogshistoriska studier i Skellefteåtrakten. Sex uppsatser om Skellefteskogens och den tidiga skogsindus-
trins historia. Kulturens frontlinjer nr 14. Umeå University. 

Project PINUS, a project for innovative experiences in managed forests, aims to gather the tourism industry, the forest industry and forestry 
academia in efforts to create opportunities for tourism in managed forests. Project PINUS began in August 2016 and runs until November 2019. 
The Museum of Forestry in Lycksele is the project owner.


