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YOU DON’T HAVE TO LIGHT UP TO ENJOY TOBACCO



Swedish snus is experiencing a comeback these days. The last time this happened was one hundred years ago.

Today’s renewed interest is more erudite and recreational than before. We snus users are increasingly curious about what we are placing behind our lip. We also want to know about available varieties out there in terms of aroma, taste, strength, form, and quality.

We even consider the time at which we use it. It’s now natural for the urbane snus user to match a prilla’s* potency to the occasion: breakfast, work, meetings, dinner, evening, and nightlife. Even hunters will slow down for a prilla moment; many snus manufacturers put their stalls up at game fairs today.

As a guide and taste-test overseer at the Snusmuseum in Stockholm, I have followed—and have sometimes even been slightly surprised by—this development over the years.

It all began with a sudden spike in the number of participants at our snus taste-tests. They included women and men from all walks of life, ranging from the young to the more mature. They came from various backgrounds; they were teachers and artisans and bankers; they were in media and had careers in real estate. Their questions reflected not only a thirst for knowledge, but also a true passion.

Meanwhile, snus stores opened, staffed by expert personnel. These shops were reminiscent of the wine stores I’ve always liked popping into while visiting Paris or London. In the snus shops, shelves were attractively arranged with snus boxes instead of lined with bottles of wine. Customers were encouraged to ask questions, to which they got in-depth, knowledgeable answers.

I was informed that at Fäviken, Chef Magnus Nilsson’s famous Michelin Guide 2-Star–rated restaurant, your after-dinner digestif could be accompanied by a pinch of snus. The portion is baked to perfection tableside and served to the customer.



These days, we have General Kardus, which is a limited-edition, vintage snus that was first released in 2006. This brand has attained near-iconic status among snus users. The 2016 batch sold out quickly, some of its exclusive snus boxes fetching into the four figures on the second-hand market. This closely resembles the trading of a box of desirable Cuban cigars, except that with snus you need not light up the tobacco to enjoy it.

All this made me realize that something had happened to our two-hundred-year-old snus—something much bigger than a simple rise in consumption.

The book you now hold in your hands is the outcome of this light-bulb moment. It covers today’s modern brands of snus, how they are manufactured and who makes them, as well as which factors affect the final product. It recounts the history of snus and the myths surrounding it, its flops and triumphs. It will instruct you on how to test and rate snus and guide you on how to savor it. It provides advice on how to buy and store snus and serves as a flavor guide to more than two hundred tested and ranked varieties of snus.

The base of Swedish snus is tobacco, water, salt, and flavorings—just as malt, hops, yeast, and water go into beer; or barley, yeast, and water become whisky.

Snus’s four main ingredients are also the foundation of this book’s definition of snus, regardless of what the box, label, or individually wrapped serving looks like.

So take a perusal prilla, and catch up on today’s pleasures of snus.

Enjoy your read!

 

*Swedish word for the snus portion put behind the lip
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THE RISE, FALL, AND REBIRTH OF SNUS



If we look back over a hundred-or-so-year time frame, we see that the consumption of snus reveals record levels at both ends. In 1919, Sweden’s snus consumption peaked at seven thousand tons. Today, a mere one century later, the country is ringing up revitalized snus sales of over seven thousand tons per year.

Sweden has 4 million more inhabitants today than in 1919, so the consumption of snus per capita has declined, obviously. Average Swedish snus consumption in 1919 was approximately 3 lbs (1.3 kg), while today, it’s a little over 1½ lbs (7 hektograms).

Between these two peaks, the use of snus fell into a long, steep decline. It hit the nadir in 1968, at only 4,800,000 lbs (2,400 tons). However, things turned around in 1969, and usage rose steadily over the 1970s, bringing snus back anew to its present-day success.

This fifty-year-long dip was primarily the result of the increased popularity of cigarettes, which hit the market in the 1920s. They went on to become a symbol of sophistication in movies, on the music scene, and out on the town, while snus was relegated to the province of crusty-nailed country bumpkins.

Then came the 1960s, and with them the first alarming reports on the risks of cancer and other detrimental health effects associated with smoking cigarettes. Awareness of these dangers brought about a rise of snus use. Women began using snus in the 1970s, when individually wrapped portions were introduced, and between 1997 and 2004 women’s consumption of snus increased by 300 percent. When Swedish restaurants banned smoking in 2005, snus enjoyed an additional boost.

About one million people—approximately 10 percent of Sweden’s total population—use snus today, 25 percent of whom are women.


The Long History of Tobacco



People have been using nicotine for about eight thousand years; that’s how long tobacco farming can be traced back in areas of Central America and Peru. It’s assumed that back then, indigenous populations chewed tobacco leaves. Archeological discoveries dating back to 2,000 BC include bits of pipe, which indicate that humans had started smoking tobacco.

We Europeans have only enjoyed tobacco for a little over four hundred years. The tobacco plant arrived with mariners in the 15th century, but tobacco use didn’t begin to spread until the 17th century.

When Columbus and his men stopped at the West Indian island of Hispaniola on their first voyage to the Americas, they discovered that the Indian population smoked. The locals wrapped dried and finely cut tobacco in cornhusks and lit up. These rollups were called tabagos—the original incarnation of our cigar, albeit much bigger and longer.

The following year, Columbus, on his second journey, brought along the shrewd monk Ramón Pané. Pané described how the indigenous people inhaled dried tobacco powder through their nostrils, chewed twisted tobacco leaves, and even smoked tobacco in pipes—thereby making them the forefathers of nasal snuff, chewing tobacco, and pipe smoking.

Returning ocean travelers brought the easy-to-grow tobacco seeds back to Europe, and Portugal and Spain began growing tobacco. However, tobacco wasn’t widely used as a pleasurable stimulant right off the bat. It was considered medicinal, mainly, and was used to cure different aches and illnesses.

One of the first to take an interest in tobacco’s medicinal properties was the diplomat Jean Nicot (1530–1600), a French ambassador in Portugal who grew tobacco in his garden in Lisbon. His name lives on in the word nicotine.

Maybe Monsieur Nicot is the first whom we should thank for our Swedish snus, as it is with him that its usage for the purpose of enjoyment begins.
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Old terms: Food snus, wet snus, unscented snus (the last term an opposite to the nose or nasal snuff—an official designation for wet mouth snus didn’t exist, yet).

From aristocratic nose snuff to the common man’s oral snus

Sixteenth-century Europe was influenced primarily by aristocratic rule and royal courts, the French court being the most elegant of all. Catherine of Medici ruled there, and she also suffered from migraines.

The medically astute Nicot had a solution for her ailment. He collected a few tobacco leaves from his garden and then dried and ground them to a fine powder. The powder was then presented to the queen, who was advised to carefully snort a small amount of powder up her nostrils. The queen was ecstatic. Not only did the powder relieve her of the headache, but after a few sneezes, Catherine also discovered that the powder had a pleasurable aftereffect. Of course, this was the nicotine doing its job.

Soon the entire French court was using snuff. Naturally, when the French court got something going, other royal courts weren’t far behind. In no time, snuff or nasal snuff was all the rage in Europe’s aristocratic circles. Specific rituals and rules of etiquette were developed for taking snuff—ornate hand gestures in which fingers had to point “just so,” and where one sneezed into elegant silk handkerchiefs. Users showed off their jewel-encrusted snuff boxes at every opportunity.

Soon snuff spread throughout the lower classes all over Europe and had its true heyday in the 18th century. The French Revolution in 1789 brought an abrupt halt to its use. Anything originating from or having any connection to the aristocracy—including snuff—was violently rejected by the common people. Nicotine intake now happened through cigars, pipes, and chewing tobacco.

Snuff in Sweden

Nasal snuff reached Sweden, too, where it was an indulgence reserved for the upper classes and the burghers. Chewing tobacco was more commonplace among farmers and homesteaders.
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Tobacco use spread widely in Sweden, so much so that the amount of it imported soon became a burden on the country’s finances. In 1724, King Fredrik I decreed that Swedes had to grow their own tobacco, and do so along the length of the country. This turned out to be a profitable decision, even though the quality of Swedish tobacco was much lower than its imported counterpart, due to Sweden’s much harsher climate.

Tobacco must be of premium quality in order to be twisted, and Swedish tobacco did not always reach this high-grade level. With an eye to the finely ground nasal snuff, farmers and homesteaders began to grind their own homegrown tobacco. However, instead of snorting it, which was deemed too fussy and only provided a weak jolt of nicotine, they mixed it with water, salt, potash, and flavorings. This mixture was then left to ferment in jars for several weeks. The end result was baked into portions, which was lodged under the lip. This is how one of our most cherished and successful products was born.

Manufacturers

Up-to-the-minute entrepreneurs of the 19th century discovered a market for this new commodity early on and began mass-producing farmers’ oral snus. Swedish snus towns cropped up and became famous for their particular brands of snus. Schwartz manufactured Röda Lacket (The red enamel) in the town of Norrköping; Hudiksvall town was known for Friskens snus; Karlshamn town had its Extra Prima Carlshamn snus; and in Gothenburg, you could find, among others, Fiedler & Lundgren and Eric Mellgren. These last two manufacturers have reemerged due to snus’s current newfound popularity.

Classic brands from that era are, besides Röda Lacket, Grovsnus, Göteborgs Prima Fint, Göteborgs Rapé, and Generalsnus. That last appelation has no military connection whatsoever—it’s used more to denote an all-purpose snus. Several manufacturers produce their own “general use” snus.

These brands live and flourish more than 150 years later. Ljunglöf’s Ettan, which was created in 1822, is the oldest and most widely known. Today, it is still one of the biggest brands of snus. This is unique in our label-centric era, when so many new brands are launched only to quickly disappear under the crush of media. I attribute Ettan’s success to our strong tradition of snus.

The snus empire

Ljunglöf’s Ettan is the brand that has had the biggest impact on Swedish snus manufacturing. Ettan heralded a new manufacturing process that produced snus that was longer lasting and cleaner and that decreased unwanted or harmful elements that might develop during the traditional fermentation process. Also, we must not forget that production time was cut from several weeks—at times months—down to a single week.

Ettan’s history, in essence, is one of a successful snus dynasty that spans three generations, its product making Ljunglöf one of Sweden’s wealthiest families.
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The handwritten formula for Ljunglöf’s Snus No. 1, dated to the early 1820s. “Ettan” (# 1) made the Ljunglöfs into one of Sweden’s wealthiest families, and their snus is still one of Sweden’s top sellers.

Most manufacturers produced their own snus labeled Snus No. 1, Snus No. 2, and Snus No. 3. The numbers designated their level of quality, where No. 1 was premium and the others were of a lesser quality.

Ljunglöf’s No. 1 became such a powerful concept that in people’s everyday speech, “Ettan” (No. 1) automatically came to signify Ljunglöf’s Snus No. 1, and nothing else.
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Sweden consumes the most snus in the world per capita, followed by Norway. However, the biggest market is in the United States, if we count snus boxes. This is because of Swedish immigrants bringing their snus habit with them to the new country, where the habit got a fresh foothold. In the 1800s, an American railway magnate is reported to have said: “Give me Swedes, aquavit and snus, and I will build a railway all the way down to hell.”

Let’s start this story from the beginning.

Jacob Fredrik Ljunglöf was a born entrepreneur and innovator. At 26, he took over the small tobacco company where he worked from the former owner’s widow. He was more or less penniless, but the widow had confidence in the young man and accepted an IOU for one hundred thousand Swedish crowns—a large sum of money equivalent in today’s currency to $1,155,000–$1,750,000.

Tobacco manufacturers of the early era handled a jumble of products such as pipe tobacco, chewing tobacco, nasal snuff, and oral snus. Ljunglöf, on the other hand, decided to streamline his operation and focus solely on the manufacture of snus, discontinuing all other products. He was early in anticipating the rise of snus.

But Ljunglöf was not satisfied with either the quality or taste of the snus in the 1820s, so he consulted his friend the chemist/pharmacist/physician Jöns Jacob Berzelius, at the time one of the world’s most preeminent scientists. The combination of Berzelius’s genius and Ljunglöf’s business acumen gave rise to a new, science-based method of production. The lengthy, unsanitary fermentation in lukewarm conditions—a haven for harmful bacteria and unpleasant aftertastes—was abandoned in favor of pasteurization. The method was as simple as it was brilliant.

Next, Ljunglöf moved on to the quality of the raw material, namely, the tobacco. He knew that if you used crap you would produce crap, no matter how it was manufactured. Ljunglöf made it his personal responsibility to purchase only the best tobacco, and he even went so far as to give farmers clear instructions, in turn promising to buy their product if they followed his directions to the letter. This is how he created the formula for Ljunglöf’s Ettan. On second thought . . . Berzelius might have had a finger in this pie, too.

Ettan was premium snus that was tested by Ljunglöf himself every day before it could be approved. What didn’t pass muster was relegated to become No. 2, the company’s more affordable-grade snus.

Ljunglöf had now reached the third, and pivotal, step: distribution.

Up until then, factory-made snus could only be sold locally, as it did not keep and so could not be transported over long distances. Also, the quality of its batches varied greatly, which made it almost impossible to build a loyal customer base, even in the closest town.

Ettan had a longer shelf life and was of steadier quality thanks to Berzelius’s innovation. Ettan did not suffer in transit, so it could be sold throughout the country. Ljunglöf introduced guaranteed flavor and did not hesitate to recall the snus if there was a complaint on delivery.

Ettan quickly became a highly regarded snus in Stockholm. Later, it went on to be enjoyed by snus users in Norrland (the Swedish north), Skåne (the Swedish south), and Western Sweden.

Sweden had its first all-Swedish snus, and Ljunglöf was able to pay off his IOU to the widow.

Ljunglöf’s son, the wholesaler Knut Ljunglöf, was a skillful manager who took over the country’s leading snus factory from his father. The son was just as obsessed with quality as Jacob Fredrik Ljunglöf had been, and it was now up to Knut to taste and approve each day’s batch.

Knut Ljunglöf was quick to embrace all the possibilities that industrialization in the 19th century had to offer. He was an early railway customer, which quickly brought his product to market. He developed packaging, he created easier deposit channels for retailers, and he built a completely mechanized factory using the most up-to-date techniques. The facility occupied an entire block between Luntmakar Street and present-day Sveavägen (Svea Road) in Stockholm. The company took good care of its employees and set up a pension fund for them. In 1800, not many people in Sweden had ever heard of a pension.
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