
                                                                                               

 

 

Tar burning pits 

 

Tar is an oil-like substance and a black mixture of  hydrocarbons and free carbon. Tar can be 

produced from wood or peat by burning them in low-oxygen conditions. 

 

 

Use of tar 

Tar has been used to impregnate the surfaces of e.g. wooden boats and ships as well as the roofs 

of  historical churches to protect them from rot. The great voyages of discovery and colonialism 

created a constant demand for tar from the North. Tar was important during the era of large navies 

in the 15
th

 and 17
th

 centuries, because all the navies in the world consisted of wooden sailing ships.  

 

 

                                    

 

 

Tar burning areas 

The most important tar burning areas in Finland were Ostrobothnia and the eastern parts of the 

country, especially Kainuu. Kainuu became an important tar producer since the 16th century until 

the end of the 19
th

 century, because there were lots of forests for burning tar as well as good 

transport routes, for example the Emperor’s Road and the River Oulujoki. Tar burning was the first 

industrial source of livelihood in Eastern Finland in the 17
th

 century.  



                                                                                               

 

Obtaining tar-rich wood 

The raw material of tar is the coniferous tree, usually pine. Preparations for a tar burning pit were 

begun about five years before tar making. 

In the spring the lower part of the tree was stripped using a barking tool as high as a man could 

reach from the ground. A palm-width strip of bark (a lifeline) was left on the north side of the tree. 

The trees were left standing for further three years to allow the resin to become concentrated in the 

heart of the trees. The upper part of the tree was then stripped in the same way and it was allowed to 

stand for two more years. When the trees had dried, they were felled in the autumn and brought to 

the tar pit during the following winter. The trees were then cut into suitable lengths there. 

 

Building the pit 

The bottom of the pit was funnel-shaped and it was sealed with clay and bog mud and finally with 

the pieces of spruce bark. A wooden pipe led from the bottom of the funnel and was used to drain 

off the tar into barrels, which were located in the gully. The tar burning pit was customarily 

constructed in sandy or soil-rich sloping terrain, e.g. a hill side, so that the gully that was needed to 

drain off the tar required less digging. 

 

                         

 



                                                                                               



                                                                                               

The edge of the pit was lined with saplings on top of which the suitably chopped lengths of pine 

were stacked, fanning out from the center of the pit. A stack of wood was placed in the center of the 

mound, on top of its “eye” to prevent blockages. The mound of stacked wood was covered in peat, 

which was sealed with earth. 

                                           

It took several days to stack the pit under the direction of the pit master. After that the pit was ready 

to start the burning.  

 

Tar burning 

The techniques of tar burning reached an advanced level as early as in the 17th century. The pit was 

set alight from its bottom by using tar-rich wood shavings. The pit master controlled the burning 

process with earth and peat.  

                    

The first tar was extracted a day after the start of the burning. Below the wooden pipe there was a 

trough with a wooden tap, which was used to drain off the tar into barrels. It was possible to drain 

off as many as twenty barrels of tar from a large tar-burning pit. 5-6 cubic meters of wood was 

needed for one barrel of tar.  



                                                                                               

 

Rowing the tar 

The tar barrels were transported to the banks of the rivers and lakes from where they were shipped 

to Oulu in specially constructed boats, tar boats. These were long, narrow boats with no keels, 10-

14 m in length and 1,2 m in width. A tar boat provided space for 22-28 barrels. The journey to Oulu 

from Kainuu over large stretches of open water and through white water rapids took from one to 

three weeks depending on the weather conditions.  

 

                                                                                                                                  

 

The peasant farmers sold the tar to the merchants in Oulu. The tar wages were mostly used to cover 

tradesmen’s debts and credit from the tar baron. Further credit ensured that the tar burner remained 

a loyal customer.   

 

Export of tar 

Oulu was the leading tar exporting port in the world in the 19
th

 century. During the best year of 

1865 the export was over 80 000 barrels of tar (10 000 000 litres). The tar was still commonly 

distilled in Kainuu during the depression of the 1930s.  The tar trade declined gradually and 

eventually dwindled to nothing as the age of wooden ships came to an end.  

 



                                                                                               

 

Nowadays tar is used in many ways. It is still used as a water repellent to protect boats, ships and 

roofs, but it has also many other uses. Tar is used as an additive of candy (Tar lion drops), alcohol 

(Tar liquor), food, as a scent for saunas as well as a component of cosmetics (tar soap). Tar is also 

used to hal ailments. An old Finnish proverb says that if sauna, vodka and tar won’t help, the 

disease is fatal and will kill you. 

 

                                   

 

 

 

The tar-burning pit by the pond Maitolampi in Rokua, near the 

Emperor’s Road  

 

1. Take a picture of the tar burning pit. 

2. Find out the coordinates of the pit. 

3. Why is this pit located just here? 

4. What kind of wood is used to build the pit? 

5. How was the pit built?  

6. Measure the circumference, diameter and height of the pit. 

7. Where was the tar taken from here? 

8. Estimate how many barrels of tar this pit has produced. 


