
 
 

 
 

Making Sauna Vihtoja and Brooms of Birch Twigs 
By Bertha Wirlöf,  

Translated from www.tornedalians.com 
Translation edited by Marilyn Nikimaa Patterson 

 
Editor’s note: Vihtoja are the bundles of supple, fragrant birch twigs with which people gently 
beat their skin during the sauna, improving circulation and give a pleasant tingling sensation.  
The singular form of the word is vihta. 

 
Before midsummer, when the birch leaves were not yet fully developed, we would 

make vihtoja.  If we gathered the birch-twigs early enough, the leaves would remain on the 
twigs all winter. 

Adult and adolescents went to the forest to fetch sticks. Often, we went to the niemi --
cape--  of the river where there were young trees, and branches could be reached even by 
youngsters. 

It was a wonderful tour of the new greenery and the fragrant bread sandwich in the bin 
was a delicacy, for the work went on for some time. 
With puukko-knives, we cut twig after twig and gathered them into piles.  The stacks became 
bundles, which were tied together with rope.  We walked home in a line with bundles on our 
backs.  

Once at home, our mother was often expecting us with food. It might consist of grilled 
herring and rice gruel. The salted herring was grilled over the coals in the large oven in the 
cabin. 

Then began the work of sorting the branches into small bundles.  We used this strips 
of bark to bind them together. The strips were made by peeling the bark of small birch 
seedlings, which had branched too much.  To make the vihtoja, we squeezed the butt end of 
a bundle of branches between our knees and began to turn from the top, wrapping them 
downward.  Then the vihtoja were tied up two and two, and hung on the dark, airy beams to 
dry. 

The leaves stayed on all winter and the summer scent was sweet when the brooms 
were put to soften in hot water before the sauna bath. 

Now and then we had to take baths in the river.  It was not advisable to swim at our 
beach, so we had to walk all the way to Hietasenkuru, a narrower "gut" of the river. There it 
was shallow and we could splash to our heart’s content. There were several girls' families at 
this end of village and sometime an adult woman also came to take a bath, though it was 
unusual. 
 
Other Brooms, Other Uses 

In the autumn when birches were leafless and the days were still sunny but quite often 
chilly, we began collecting again. In the barn we needed many brooms and brushes.  They 
were also needed on the porch to sweep away the snow tramped in during winter, and to 
sweep the yard in the spring . 

This time we looked for somewhat longer branches. It could take several days to get 
enough, for consumption was high.  In principle, the approach was the same as for making 
the vihtoja, but it was only adults who were able to do it.  It took toughness and sharp knives 
to do the work. There were many different kinds of brooms, and they had to be strong and 
very firmly tied together with flexible strips of bark. In addition, we cut the tops off the 



 
 

 
 

branches. 
A strange thing happened one autumn. Mother was tying brooms and there was rice 

everywhere.  Some of the kids suddenly saw that the village's elementary school teacher and 
an unknown woman were on their way to us. What could it mean?  Why did these women 
come to us? And what a mess we had and how could we invite them in? The excitement was 
high and terrible. There was nothing Mother could do but invite them in. The teacher had 
never visited us before. 

Eventually it turned out that the teacher had been commissioned by someone to 
propose one or two good housewives of the municipality who were worthy of a 
HOUSEWIFELY AWARD diploma from the governor's hand.  The nice lady stranger would 
now interview the proposed housewife. 

espite the mess, she found Mother worthy of this honor, for a few weeks later came a 
call for Mother to appear at the governor's mansion in Umeå, to receive from his hand receive 
the diploma.  What an honor for a simple country housewife!  She could not travel to Umeå. It 
was far too nice and it was also expensive. 

The diploma arrived by post and was put on the wall. Deep down, she was proud and 
happy, but bragging and swagger were not for her. 

Yes, this started with vihtoja and ended with Mother's diploma, herring and rice gruel. 
 


