
®VISASKOGEN

Forest worker housing 
– from cabin to village

Since the logging sites were far from their homes, forest workers lived in forest cabins. 
The workers built the cabins themselves from logs they felled on site. The most common 
types were hearth cabins or coal cabins. A government forest worker commission 
reported that the cabins were of poor standard, listing shortcomings such as smoky, cold 
and damp. What’s more, horses and forest workers sometimes shared the same cabin. 
Sweden introduced a forestry and log driving accommodation act in 1920, with stricter 
legislation incorporated in 1937. This act stipulated that the employer was responsible for 
forest worker accommodation and that forest workers were entitled to a wooden floor, 
windows and an outhouse. The 1950s saw the introduction of both forest worker villages 
and mobile barracks, which further improved standards.

◀ Cabins housing four people 
each as temporary accom-
modation at a camp in a 
logging area. Mo & Domsjö. 
Stensele, Västerbotten, 
Lapland, 1949. 

Forest cabins
Since logging sites were sometimes dozens of kilo-
metres from the nearest community, forest workers 
lived in temporary housing. This most often meant 
forest cabins, but could also include cottages and 
wash houses. They would live in these cabins for one 
or more weeks at a time during the winter months 
when the work was carried out. 

When the forest workers arrived at the logging 
sites, they would stay in either an existing cabin or 
build a new one on frozen ground. They also built 
stables for the horses. Building a cabin took two to 
three days, in some cases an entire week. Until it was 
completed, the forest workers lived outdoors in a 
brushwood hut, under a tree or near a fire.

Hearth cabins
Hearth cabins were built from logs with a raised 
hearth in the middle. Above the hearth was an 
opening or a chimney. During the 1800s and into the 
1900s, the walls were not always timbered, which 
meant drafty cabins sealed with moss or leftover hay. 
In order to protect against the cold, the hearth cabins 
could be built partly below ground with the exterior 
sealed using shovelled moss, soil and snow. Many of 
the cabins lacked windows and had dirt floors.

The cabins were built to house 8-30 forest workers 
who slept close together on wide bunks with their 
feet facing the hearth. The bunks were made up with 
brushwood and some forest workers had sheepskins 
for added comfort. Forest workers’ clothes were wet 
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after a day’s work. They had spare shirts, but they had 
to keep their wet trousers on while they dried. Gener-
ally, they slept with their clothes on to protect against 
the cold. The hearth warmed the cabin and provided 
light. The warmth from the hearth also dried the for-
est workers’ gloves and socks, which were hung from 
the ceiling together with the horse harnesses.

Coal cabins
Coal cabins were built for smaller logging sites and 
housed up to four forest workers. A coal cabin was 
built such that the roof ridge was held up by angled 
wooden supports. Logs were leaned against the roof 
ridge and sealed with peat, moss and soil. Sometimes, 
the cabin was also sealed with coal slack, a mix of 
coal, sand, mud and tar. The cabins could also be built 
partly below ground or against a large rock.

Unsanitary housing conditions
As early as 1907, provincial doctor Adolf Hessler 
warned of the unsanitary housing conditions faced 
by forest workers. Domänverket, the former Swedish 
Forest Service, started building cabins with higher 
standards and after almost a decade the government 
established a forest worker commission. The com-
mission reported that ceilings, windows and wooden 
floors were often lacking. Moreover, the cabins were 
often smoky, cold and drafty. The roof could be in 
such poor condition that water would run down the 
inside walls. Horses lived in the same cabins as the 
workers, or had such poorly constructed stables that 
the ice collected on the horses did not thaw  overnight.

Swedish Forestry and Log Driving 
Accommodation Act
The Swedish Forestry and Log Driving Accommoda-
tion Act was introduced in 1920 and made employers 
responsible for worker accommodation. The act stip-
ulated that cabins should provide protection against 
cold, rain and snow. Further to this, workers were to 
have sufficient space. Despite the act, few cabins ful-

filled the requirements at the beginning of the 1930s. 
In 1937, the forestry accommodation act was made 
stricter, expanded to stipulate that sufficient space 
meant five cubic metres per worker. Workers were 
entitled to a wooden floor, windows, a two-metre 
ceiling height and an outhouse. If the team numbered 
more than ten forestry workers, joint housekeeping 
was recommended.

Improvement
The hearth cabins that were built right up until 
the 1940s evolved continually. The cabins could be 
timbered with better weather sealing than earlier 
versions. The improved cabins had windows, floors 
and shingled roofs. A proposal was put forward that 
cabins should have communal areas, such as drying 
rooms and dining tables, and joint housekeeping. A 
private room or a screened corner was to be available 
to the cook. New types of timbered cabins were built 
according to blueprints devised by the Swedish Trade 
Inspectorate. Timbered cabins that could not fulfil 
these requirements were supplemented with a wooden 
extension for the drying room and cook’s quarters.

After the working day
Life in the forest cabins varied greatly depending on 
the era and the condition of the cabin. There were 
big differences between the early cabins, which were 
cramped, dark and cold, compared to the forest sta-
tions with electricity. After the working day, the forest 
workers returned to the cabins to recuperate with food 
and rest. If the forest workers had the energy, they 

The warmth from the hearth also dried 
the forest workers’ gloves and socks, 

which were hung from the ceiling 
together with the horse harnesses.

▲ A more modern type of forest worker cab-
in, which was common in the 1940s and 
1950s. On the stairs we see the two cooks 
chatting. Date and place unknown. 
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▲ Forest workers outside a simple 
log cabin sealed with moss. 
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would play card games and discuss subjects such as 
politics, love and religion. 

If the cabins were a reasonable distance from a vil-
lage, the forest workers and cooks could go dancing. 
Some workers had musical instruments, which they 
played for their comrades.

Barracks and barrack villages
Mobile barracks appeared in the 1950s. These could 
be dismantled and moved between logging sites. This 
improved housing conditions for the forest workers. 
Instead of a hearth, the barracks had an iron stove. 

Barracks could have a room for the forest workers, 
a room for the kitchen and a room for the cook. These 
cabins had two stoves, one in the kitchen and one in 
the room where the forest workers slept. There were 
even mobile stables, including one with space for 
three horses. A barrack village had several barracks, 

with each building fulfilling a different purpose. The 
forest workers’ quarters, the canteen and the cook’s 
quarters could be in separate barracks.

Forest worker villages
Forest worker villages were to attract the workforce in 
the 1950s when there was a shortage of labourers in 
the forest industry. The villages were established near 
logging sites and offered permanent accommodation. 
In addition to improved housing, the forest workers 
were offered permanent year-round positions. At this 
time, workers were also recruited from Finland and 
Norway. 

The villages had modern homes equipped with 
refrigerators, electric ovens and stainless steel sinks. 
Each home also had a bathroom with a washbasin, 
a bath and a toilet. The basement housed a separate 
laundry room and a wood-fired boiler room. The 
villages meant that forest workers could commute to 
work each day instead of living in forest cabins. 

The families who moved into the houses had pre-
viously had wash houses down by the lake, fetched 
water from a well and used a wood-fired stove for 
heating. It was not unusual for the majority of the 
workforce in these forest worker villages to be Finnish 
or Finnish Swedes.

Forest stations
For forest workers without families, forest stations 
were built close to rural communities. The forest 
stations could resemble the barrack villages, but were 
located near or in rural villages. 

The forest stations had sleeping quarters, canteens, 
kitchens, changing rooms, washrooms, drying rooms 
and saunas. The stations had electricity and, in some 
cases, even a TV in a communal room. A forest station 
could, for example, have eleven rooms housing 36 
forest workers, four cooks and two foremen.
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▲ Photo of the interior of an old forest worker 
cabin. Date and place unknown. Notice all the 
coffee pots and frying pans competing for 
space on the hearth. Each worker paid for their 
own coffee and food. The hearth was common-
ly known as the pork altar because of the large 
quantities of dried and salted American pork 
that were fried and eaten there.
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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 
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.


