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SIBERIAN SALTPETER IN COUNTRIES 

Yuldashova L. M. Biology student at Nukus State Pedagogical Institute named 

after Ajiniyoz,  

In our last couple of posts, we saw the basics of saltpeter extraction and also 

an insight into the bacterial and chemical processes involved. As we saw previously, 

it was the job of saltpeter men to go around the country and locate soils rich in 

nitrates, so that saltpeter could be extracted from them. They often found these lands 

close to places where organic materials decomposed, which were sheltered from rain 

and sun. This usually meant digging in cellars and stables of various farms. 

However, the formation of saltpeter in these areas was a slow process and the 

supplies could not keep up with the demand. Therefore, people began to prepare 

special areas to produce saltpeter. These areas were called niter beds (or nitre beds, 

if you're used to British spelling). Other names for these include nitraries and 

saltpeter plantations. We will study how these worked in today's post.  

Workers would prepare long trenches lined with clay and pile on heaps of 

manure, rotting leaves, plants and urine, arranged with layers of limestone and ash 

in between, and small twigs, branches and straws in the middle, to give the mixture 

sufficient porosity. Such heaps can be seen as C in the image above. The sides of the 

various heaps protect each other to some degree from wind and weather. Every 

week, the workers would keep the heaps moist by adding more urine, dung water, 

water from drains etc. The idea was to keep the heaps moist, but not too wet. Urine 

from drinkers of beer and wine were in much demand, as it was thought that this 

resulted in superior quality of saltpeter. The process needed to be somewhat 

carefully controlled because if it was overdone, the production rate of saltpeter 

would actually decrease. Meanwhile, the workers would collect pure rainwater in a 

large vat (A in the image above), as it is a relatively pure source of water without 

any minerals dissolved in it. They would also collect wood (D in the image) to be 

used to prepare ashes and for boiling the liquids later on. After about a year, the 

heaps would be ripened enough and a saltpeter digger (E in the image above) would 

dig into them and take them into buildings B and A for processing.  
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Inside, they would use the pure rainwater to dissolve and leach the saltpeter 

crystals from the compost heap and then use the wood to boil the water and extract 

the crystals from it, as described in the posts previously.  

As can be imagined, running a nitrary (saltpeter plantation) meant that the 

smell was very nauseating. In fact, one of the major qualifications to be a nitrary 

manager or worker was to be able to tolerate the incredible stench produced. That's 

why many of these operations were located out in the countryside, away from most 

people. Thehistory of saltpeterdeals withthe economic cyclethat occurred in Bolivia, 

Chileand Peruwith the discovery of deposits ofsaltpeter (ornitrate) in the Atacama 

desert, in the current Chilean regions of Tarapacáand Antofagasta. In 1873, the 

Peruvian government tried to control the Peruvian saltpeter trade by means of a 

tobacconist, but failed due to the lack of fiscal employees with knowledge in the 

matter, the resistance of Tarapacan producers and the strength of Valparaíso as a 

saltpeter trading center. 

The exploitation of nitrate in the Peruvian stage was in the hands of national 

and foreign companies, but from 1875 the Peruvian state tried to control production 

through the nationalization of the nitrate companies, which was only incompletely 

achieved. When these nitrate works passed into the hands of Chile, the latter gave 

them to companies created by mostly English capital and, to a lesser extent, German 

and American capital; The saltpeter of the old Bolivian coast was always in the hands 

of Chilean capitals ("Salar del Carmen" and "Salinas") and Peruvians ("El Toco").  
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