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Throughout history, certain commodities have played pivotal roles in shaping the economic, 
social, and political landscapes of societies. The history of commodities during the period of 
colonization is a complex tapestry that intertwines with the evolution of contemporary supply 
chains and global trade. By examining the colonial past, we gain invaluable insights into the 
economic and social dynamics that continue to influence modern industrial production, 
business management and trade practices.

During colonization, commodities such as indigo, opium, rubber, tobacco, cotton, tea, coffee, 
and sugarcane were not merely goods to be traded; they were instruments of power and 
control. European empires established expansive trade networks, exploiting both the natural 
and human resources of colonized lands. This exploitation laid the groundwork for the global 
trade systems we see today, where the flow of goods often follows the same routes established 
during colonial times.

The supply chains that support contemporary global trade have their roots in the colonial era. 
The infrastructure developed for transporting commodities like cotton and sugarcane from 
colonies to European markets has evolved into the complex logistical networks that facilitate 
today’s trade. Understanding the historical context of these routes helps us comprehend why 
certain regions remain central to global trade and why some supply chains are more resilient 
than others.

Colonialism also established economic patterns of production and trade that persist to this 
day. The division of labour, where colonies supplied raw materials and the colonizing nations 
provided manufactured goods, still echoes in the modern world, where developing countries 
are often suppliers of raw materials to industrialized nations. This historical perspective is 
crucial for understanding contemporary economic disparities and trade imbalances.

The institutions that govern global trade, including legal systems and financial structures, are 
also products of the colonial era. The policies and practices that were implemented to manage 
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the trade of commodities like opium and indigo have been adapted and integrated into current 
international trade agreements and organizations.

The colonial history of commodities provides a lens through which we can analyse and 
understand the intricacies of contemporary supply chains and global trade. It reveals the long-
standing economic relationships and power dynamics that continue to shape our world. By 
studying the past, we can strive for a more equitable and sustainable future for global trade.

In this context, the global match industry offers a unique perspective. Though small and 
seemingly mundane, the match was a manufactured good that travelled widely—its production, 
branding, and distribution deeply entwined with colonial trade routes and industrial rivalry. 
Matchbox labels became tools of visual persuasion, reflecting national identity, corporate 
ambition, and consumer targeting across continents. The industry’s reliance on hazardous 
labour, trademark disputes, and export strategies reveals how even the most ordinary objects 
can illuminate the complexities of global commerce and industrial design.

Through a proposed series of books and other media (including documentaries and Web 
resources) on the visual histories of such commodities—beginning with indigo, followed by 
iron smelting, and now matches—the Foundation to Aid Industrial Recovery (FAIR) seeks 
to educate and disseminate information that underscores the importance of historical 
understanding in analysing present-day industrial production, global trade and supply chains, 
highlighting the enduring impact of colonial commodity trade on modern economic practices.

Sashi Sivramkrishna
Ph.D. (Cornell University)

Chairman
FOUNDATION TO AID INDUSTRIAL RECOVERY

New Delhi/Bangalore, India

© 2025

Introduction

The match is a paradoxical object—small, flammable, and fleeting, yet central to the industrial 
and visual history of the modern world. It ignited more than fire: it sparked revolutions in 
chemistry, branding, labour, and global trade. From the sulphurous workshops of 19th-century 
Europe to the bustling cottage industries of South Asia, the match industry has left behind 
a trail of innovation, exploitation, and aesthetic ingenuity. This book, IGNITION: A VISUAL 
HISTORY OF THE GLOBAL MATCH INDUSTRY, traces that trail through a visual and historical 
lens, revealing how a disposable object became a durable symbol of industrial ambition and 
global exchange.

The origins of the match lie in the convergence of chemical experimentation and commercial 
need. Early “Lucifers,” developed in the early 19th century, were crude and dangerous—often 
igniting spontaneously or emitting toxic fumes. The invention of the “safety match” in Sweden 
in the 1840s marked a turning point. By separating the combustible chemicals between the 
match head and the striking surface, manufacturers reduced the risk of accidental ignition 
and created a product that could be standardized, branded, and exported. Sweden, with its 
abundant forests and disciplined industrial base, quickly became the epicentre of match 
innovation. Companies like Jönköping and Vulcan pioneered not only safer matches but also 
the visual language of matchbox design—using labels to assert identity, quality, and national 
pride.

Yet the chemical progress came at a cost. White phosphorus, widely used in early match 
production, was highly toxic. Workers—often women and children—exposed to its fumes 
suffered from phossy jaw, a debilitating and disfiguring condition that became emblematic of 
industrial neglect. The fight against white phosphorus became one of the earliest international 
labour and health movements, culminating in the Berne Convention of 1906, which banned its 
use in signatory countries. This regulatory shift forced manufacturers to adopt red phosphorus 
and other safer compounds, reshaping both the chemistry and branding of matches. “Safety” 
became not just a technical term but a marketing strategy, embedded in labels and trademarks 
across continents.
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As the industry matured, competition intensified. Sweden’s dominance was challenged 
by Germany, Britain, and especially Japan, which emerged in the late 19th century as a 
formidable exporter. Japanese manufacturers often mimicked European branding styles while 
undercutting prices, flooding markets in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. This global rivalry 
exposed the fragility of decentralized production and the volatility of commodity markets. In 
response, Swedish industrialist Ivan Krueger orchestrated one of the most ambitious corporate 
consolidations of the era. Through a series of mergers, acquisitions, and international 
agreements, Krueger formed the Swedish Match cartel—an attempt to stabilize prices, control 
trademarks, and manage global supply. For a time, the cartel succeeded, creating a vertically 
integrated empire that spanned forests, factories, and shipping routes.

But not all markets could be tamed. In the United States, tariff protections shielded domestic 
manufacturers like Diamond Match from foreign competition. The Revenue Act of 1913 imposed 
a punitive tax on white phosphorus matches, effectively banning them and accelerating the 
shift to safety matches. American firms embraced mechanization and aggressive branding, 
producing matchbooks and boxes that doubled as advertising space. In India, the story was 
more fragmented. Under colonial rule, the country imported matches from Sweden and Japan, 
often of varying quality. Local production began in Bengal and later expanded to Tamil Nadu, 
where the town of Sivakasi became a hub of cottage industry. These small-scale operations 
relied on manual labour, recycled materials, and regional motifs, creating a vibrant but chaotic 
market.

The Indian match industry, while prolific, was plagued by poor quality and cut-throat 
competition. Manufacturers copied each other’s labels, diluted brand identity, and raced to 
the bottom on price. WIMCO, founded in 1923 with British capital and Swedish technology, 
attempted to bring order to the chaos—introducing mechanized production, standardized 
packaging, and Berne-compliant safety matches. Yet even WIMCO struggled to maintain 
market share in the face of rising imports and internal fragmentation. The matchbox became 
a battlefield of visual mimicry and economic survival, with labels often indistinguishable and 
quality uneven.

As the 20th century progressed, the match industry faced new threats—not so much from 
within, but from technological change. The rise of disposable lighters, fuelled by petrochemical 
advances and shifting consumer habits, eroded the match’s dominance. Lighters were cleaner, 

more durable, and increasingly affordable. Match companies, once global titans, entered a 
period of distress. Some diversified into other products; others faded into obscurity. The visual 
culture of matchboxes—once a canvas for industrial pride and graphic experimentation—
became a relic, preserved by collectors and historians.

This book documents that visual culture, not as nostalgia but as industrial evidence. Matchbox 
labels are more than decoration: they are miniature archives of branding strategy, labour 
history, and global trade. They reflect the aspirations of manufacturers, the identities of 
nations, and the tastes of consumers. Through annotated timelines, comparative tables, and 
curated exhibits, IGNITION reconstructs the match industry’s evolution—from its hazardous 
beginnings to its cartelized peak, and finally to its decline in the face of technological disruption.

In doing so, the book also engages with broader questions: How do commodities shape global 
systems? How does branding mediate between product and consumer? What happens when 
industrial objects outlive their utility but not their meaning? The match, in its simplicity, offers 
complex answers. It is a tool, a symbol, and a story—one that flares briefly but leaves a lasting 
impression.
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Fire-Making in Prehistory

The mastery of fire marked a decisive turning point in human evolution, setting early 
humans apart from all other species. This elemental power enabled them to endure harsh 
climates, transform inedible foods into nourishment, reshape their environments, and lay the 
foundations of civilization.

Fire has remained a constant companion for nearly two million years, shaping the trajectory 
of human survival and development. Archaeological evidence suggests that cooked food dates 
back approximately 1.9 million years, with deliberate control of fire likely emerging around one 
million years ago. Neanderthals and early Homo sapiens in Europe used flint and pyrite as early 
as 50,000 years ago, starting fires through percussion—the method of producing sparks by 
striking two hard materials together, typically a piece of flint against a metal like iron pyrite. Its 
widespread use became especially visible between 50,000 and 100,000 years ago, accelerating 
during the Neolithic Revolution, when fire became essential for clearing land, managing crops, 
and sustaining permanent settlements.

Yet despite its centrality, the act of generating fire remained slow, laborious, and unpredictable 
for much of human history. This persistent challenge inspired generations of inventors, 
alchemists, and tinkerers to devise faster, more reliable methods of ignition—culminating in 
the earliest match-like tools.

1. Prehistoric production of fire from friction; 2. Early humans making fire1 The Origins of  
Fire Making
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Evolution of Fire-Making Methods

The earliest methods of fire-making across the world reflect a remarkable convergence of 
human ingenuity, environmental adaptation, and cultural transmission. Though techniques 
varied by region, most early fire-making methods relied on three core principles: percussion, 
friction and compression.

Table: Early Fire-Making Methods using Percussion, Friction and Compression

Method Regions Used Materials and Notes

Hand Drill Africa, India, Americas A straight stick twirled between palms against 
a wood base; simple but labour-intensive

Bow Drill India, Africa, Europe Cord looped around spindle; more efficient 
than hand drill; used by tribal and medieval 
cultures

Fire Plough South America, Polynesia, 
Southeast Asia

Stick pushed along groove in softer wood; 
effective in humid climates

Thong Drill India (tribal groups) Leather or plant-fibre thong used to rotate 
spindle; variation of bow drill

Percussion 
(Flint & Pyrite)

Europe, Africa, Asia Sparks struck from flint and pyrite; used by 
Neanderthals and Ötzi the Iceman

Tinder Fungus 
Ignition

Europe, Central Asia Fomes fomentarius catches sparks; carried in fire 
kits for ember transport

Char Cloth & 
Tinderbox

India, Europe, Middle East Cloth charred in closed container; stored in 
metal boxes with flint and steel

Fire Syringe Southeast Asia Piston forcefully pushed into the cylinder, 
compressing the air inside to raise the 
temperature to over 260°C, igniting the tinder.

3 & 4. Some primitive methods of making a fire
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5. Sketch of fire-making apparatus; 6. Production of fire in the Americas

7- 10. Fire by friction

11. Photograph of two Bapedi boys making fire 
in Sekhukhuneland, a region of north-east South 
Africa, 1938; 12. Indian method of obtaining fire 
by friction; 13. Photograph of two Badagas of the 
Nilgiri Hills in southern India making fire with 
a Thong Fire-drill; one holding the hearth in 
position with his feet and the head of the drill in 
position with a piece of cocoa-nut shell, the other 
pulling the thong backwards and forwards; the 
hearth of unusual length (about 2 ft) and size.
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Chinese Innovations in Fire-Extenders using Chemical Reactions

Some of the earliest precursors to modern matches emerged in China, where alchemists 
explored the flammable properties of sulphur. These early fire sticks were not self-igniting; 
they lacked the chemical sophistication of friction or phosphorus ignition. Instead, they were 
slender pinewood splints coated in sulphur, designed to catch and carry an existing flame.

Sulphur burns with a blue flame and has a low ignition temperature, making it ideal for 
catching fire quickly.  It also melts and spreads, helping the flame travel along the stick’s 
surface.  However, sulphur alone cannot ignite from friction—hence the need for an external 
flame. Sulphur melts at a relatively low temperature of around 115°C, but it can emit toxic 
fumes when burned, so it’s crucial to melt it safely by avoiding inhaling its fumes.

The first recorded use dates to 577 A.D., during the siege of the Northern Qi dynasty, when 
women of the imperial court reportedly used sulphur-coated sticks to light fires in moments 
of urgency. By the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms period (907–960 A.D.), these tools had 
acquired poetic names such as “fire inch-stick” and “light-bringing slave,” reflecting both their 
ingenuity and their growing role in domestic life.

Contemporary accounts describe how these sticks were stored for emergencies, ready to burst 
into flame with the slightest touch of fire—offering a quick, corn-like flare that could light 
lamps or stoves without delay. Their transformation from household innovation to commercial 
product marked an early chapter in the commodification of fire.

By 1270 A.D., sulphur matches were being sold in the bustling markets of Hangzhou, around 
the time of Marco Polo’s visit. Known locally as fa chu or tshui erh, they were widely available 
and suggest a sophisticated urban demand for portable fire-making tools centuries before the 
invention of friction matches in Europe.
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Portable Fire-Making in the 18th and early 19th Centuries

Prior to the invention of friction matches, the 18th and 19th centuries saw a surge of 
experimentation aimed at improving fire-making techniques. Innovators explored a range of 
ignition methods—including friction, percussion, compression, and chemical reaction 1—in 
pursuit of greater reliability and convenience. The table below outlines key developments in 
portable fire-making during this transitional period.

15. &  16. Ancient Chinese matches

1 Solar Ignition could also be included wherein sunlight can be focused onto dry tinder using a lens or curved reflective surface to 
generate enough heat for ignition.

Table: Portable Fire-Making

Method Time Period Ignition 
Mechanism

Key Material 
Used

Risks and 
Limitations

Cultural 
Notes and 
Usage

Fire Piston Ancient–19th c. 
revival

Rapid air 
compression 
ignites tinder

Hollow cylinder, 
piston rod, char 
cloth

Requires precision; 
fragile seal; low 
success rate

Used in Southeast 
Asia; rediscovered 
by survivalists

Tinder 
Box/Bag

17th–19th c. Flint struck 
against steel to 
spark tinder

Flint, steel striker, 
char cloth or 
amadou

Requires skill; slow; 
weather-sensitive

Common in 
homes; symbol of 
domestic ritual

Sulphur 
Matches

Late 17th–18th c. Lit from 
existing flame 
or ember

Wooden splints 
dipped in melted 
sulphur

Not self-igniting; 
fragile in damp 
conditions

Sold in bundles; 
used with tinder 
boxes

Flint Pistol 
Lighter

Late 18th–early 
19th c.

Spring-loaded 
flintlock 
mechanism

Flint, steel, 
internal tinder 
compartment

Mechanical failure; 
bulky

Popular among 
travellers and 
urban elites

17. As a solid, sulfur is a characteristic lemon yellow; when burned, sulfur melts into a blood-red liquid and emits a blue flame;  
18. A man carrying sulfur blocks from Kawah Ijen, a volcano in East Java, Indonesia, 2009

19. Flintlock pistol lighter, 18th century; 20. Fire piston – Burma
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Interest in chemical ignition intensified during the 19th century in 
Europe, driven by alchemical curiosity and the growing scientific 
understanding of combustion. A pivotal moment came with the 
discovery of phosphorus by German alchemist Hennig Brand 
in 1669. While searching for the Philosopher’s Stone 2, Brandt 
isolated white phosphorus from urine, noting its spontaneous 
flammability—a property that would revolutionize fire-making.

Building on Brandt’s discovery, English natural philosopher 
Robert Boyle conducted a series of experiments that advanced 
both the chemistry and practical application of phosphorus. 
In 1680, Boyle succeeded in manufacturing phosphorus and 
published the method of its preparation. He became the first 

21. Tinder bag.  Tinder and flint would be carried inside the bag, whilst in most the steel is fixed to the bottom of the bag; 22. Sulphur matches of 
3 inches length, wood, dipped after bundling; 23. Flintlock tinder lighter, c. 1800, likely England. This little gadget made the task a little easier by 
putting the tinder in the basket under the frizzen (striking surface) so that, when the trigger was pulled, the flint would create sparks against the 
frizzen and down into the tinder.  This one is also equipped with a stand and a candle holder

24. Discovery of phosphorous by H. Brandt; by W. Pether

25. Hennig Brand(t) – Domestic Commerce (pdf)

2 The Philosopher’s Stone is a legendary alchemical substance believed to transform base 
metals into gold and grant immortality through the Elixir of Life.
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to use phosphorus to ignite sulphur-tipped 
wooden splints—primitive precursors to modern 
matches. The process relied on the spontaneous 
combustion of phosphorus when it came into 
contact with air, making the sulphur-tipped 
splints flare up without the need for flame or 
friction. Though ingenious, these early matches 
were highly unstable and dangerous, as white 
phosphorus is toxic and ignites easily, limiting 
their practicality and safety.  Boyle also improved 
the reaction by incorporating sand, which helped 
regulate the ignition process.

Ambrose Godfrey-Hanckwitz, his assistant, 
later commercialized phosphorus production, 
establishing a business that supplied the 
substance for scientific and industrial use.
More than a century later, in 1805, Jean-Joseph-
Louis Chancel (1779–1837), working in Paris, 
made a fiery breakthrough that brought match 26. Portrait of Robert Boyle (1627-1691)

28. Ambrose Godfrey-Hanckwitz - London and Westminster City and Suburb 27. Remarkable Engraving of Ambrose Godfrey’s Chemical Factory (source unknown). Stylistically Mid 1730’s.
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29. Ambrose Godfrey-Hanckwitz - Transactions of the Pharmaceutical Meetings
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technology closer to practical reality. Chancel discovered that wooden splints coated with a 
mixture of potassium chlorate, sugar, and gum could ignite when dipped into concentrated 
sulfuric acid. His insight emerged after attending an experiment conducted by Louis Jacques 
Thénard, where a drop of sulfuric acid was poured onto a mixture of chlorate and soda, 
triggering inflammation.

Inspired by this reaction, Chancel conceived the idea of soaking a piece of wood in a blend 
of sulphur, potassium chlorate, and lycopodium powder (a fine, flammable spore used in 
pyrotechnics), then igniting it by contact with an asbestos brush soaked in sulfuric acid. He 
shared his concept with Thénard, who encouraged him to pursue it.

30. JLL Chancel, Journal de l’Empire, 12 October 1805

On October 12, 1805, the Journal de l’Empire announced 
Chancel’s invention of the briquet oxygéné (oxygenated 
lighter) or what came to be known as the instantaneous 
light box. This device consisted of a splint soaked in 
sulphur and potassium chlorate, which ignited when 
immersed in a vial of sulfuric acid. Though hazardous by 
modern standards, it represented a major leap in ignition 
technology.

31. Instantaneous lightbox

By late 1805 and early 1806, Chancel’s oxygenated lighters were commercially available in 
Paris. They were sold at prices of 2 francs, 3 francs, and 3 francs 50 centimes by Mr. Boisseau, a 
merchant-mercer-perfumer at 40 rue Neuve des Petits Champs, and Mr. Niodot, a merchant-
stationer at 25 rue de Thionville. On June 20, 1806, Chancel transferred the rights to operate and 
distribute the oxygenated lighters to Mr. Primavesi, marking one of the earliest commercial 
transactions in match history.

Though Chancel’s invention required a separate acid vial and was too dangerous for 
widespread domestic use, it laid essential groundwork for the safer friction matches that 
would follow in the 1820s and 1830s. His contribution stands as a critical bridge between 
alchemical experimentation and industrial fire-making.

Chancel’s oxygenated lighter proved impractical for daily use, as it required a separate vial of 
sulfuric acid and involved volatile chemicals that posed significant safety risks.

32. Contract between Chancel and Primavesi
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In 1816, French chemist François Derosne introduced the briquet 
phosphorique or the phosphorus bottle, a device that required scraping 
a sulphur-tipped match inside a tube lined with white phosphorus. 
The friction would ignite the phosphorus, producing flame. Though 
conceptually elegant and did not require carrying of liquid acid, the 
briquet phosphorique was unreliable, toxic, and short-lived—white 
phosphorus being both dangerously reactive and harmful to health.

 34. & 35. Briquet phosphorique used a sulphur-tipped match to scrape inside a tube coated internally with phosphorus. It was both 
inconvenient and unsafe; 36. Phosphorous box, 1795-1805

37. Charles Derosne 1816 - Bulletin de la Société d’encouragement pour l’industrie nationale

These inventions set the stage for future innovations that nonetheless continued to grapple with 
the delicate balance between portability and safety.  One such innovation was the Promethean 
match, patented in 1828 by Samuel Jones in London. Named after Prometheus, the Greek titan 
who defied the gods to bring fire to humanity, this device embodied both ingenuity and risk. It 
consisted of a small glass bead filled with acid, wrapped in paper and coated with a flammable 
mixture. To ignite it, the user had to crush the bead—sometimes with pliers, sometimes with 
their teeth—triggering a chemical reaction that caused the paper to burst into flame. While 
it offered portable ignition, it was highly unstable and prone to accidental combustion. The 
Promethean match quickly earned a reputation for danger and novelty, and its commercial life 
was brief.

33. Jean-Francois Derosne
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38- 40. Promethean matches, 
1828.  Fire making device 
patented by Samuel Jones 
(Strand, London) 1828. 
Individual glass vesicles with a 
single drop of vitriol are sealed 
and wrapped in slips of paper 
which are coated with a mixture 
of chlorate of potash, finely-
pounded sugar and gum Arabic. 
The paper is then rolled to form 
a spill. When light is required 
a pair of pliers is used to nip the 
end of the match, breaking the 
vesicle of vitriol and mixing it 
with the primed paper to create a 
flame. From the Bryant and May 
collection of fire making.

These transitional devices—Chancel’s oxygenated lighter, Derosne’s phosphorus tube and 
Jones’s Promethean match—represent a critical phase in the evolution of fire-making: a period 
when chemistry outpaced safety, and invention danced precariously with combustion. They 
paved the way for the friction-based and safety matches of the 19th century, which would finally 
reconcile portability, reliability, and public health.

Table: Evolution of Portable Fire-Making

Era/ 
Date

Region Tool/ Innovation Key Features and Notes

~1.9 million 
BCE

Africa Controlled fire use Earliest evidence of cooked food; no 
portable ignition tools

~1 million 
BCE

Global Fire maintenance Use of embers and natural ignition 
sources

Prehistoric, 
ancient 
period

Global Fire-making by 
friction, percussion and 
compression

Natural ignition sources

577 A.D. China 
(Northern Qi)

Sulphur-coated pine 
sticks

Used during siege; earliest 
documented match-like tool

907–960 
A.D.

China “Fire inch-stick” / “Light-
bringing slave”

Stored for emergencies; poetic names 
reflect domestic use and mystique

1270 A.D. China 
(Hangzhou)

Fa chu / Tshui erh sulphur 
matches

Sold in markets; suggests urban 
demand and commercial availability

1669 Germany Discovery of phosphorus 
(Hennig Brand)

Isolated white phosphorus while 
searching for the Philosopher’s Stone

1680 England Boyle’s phosphorus-
sulphur ignition

Coated paper with phosphorus and 
wood with sulphur; produced flame by 
friction

Late 17th c. Europe Flint and steel Percussion method using carbon steel 
and flint; carried in tinderboxes

18th c. Europe Fire piston experiments Compression ignition using rapid air 
pressure; rare but documented

1805 France Chancel’s chemical 
match, briquet oxygéné 
(instantaneous lightbox)

Match head dipped in sulfuric acid; 
dangerous and impractical for daily use

1816 France Derosne’s briquet 
phosphorique (phosphorus 
box)

Sulphur-tipped match scraped 
inside a tube coated internally with 
phosphorus.

1828 England Samuel Jones’ 
Promethean matches

Mixing vitriol with a mixture of 
chlorate of potash, finely-pounded 
sugar and gum arabic (acacia gum)
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Origins

A friction match is a small, portable fire-starting device that ignites through the mechanical 
action of rubbing its chemically treated head against a specially prepared surface. It represents 
a pivotal innovation in fire-making, combining chemical sensitivity with physical convenience. 
It consists of:
•	 A splint or stick, typically made of wood or cardboard.
•	 A match head, coated with a mixture of oxidizing agents (like potassium chlorate), 

combustible binders, and often red phosphorus or antimony sulphide.
•	 A striking surface, usually found on the matchbox or matchbook, containing complementary 

41. John Walker

chemicals—often powdered glass and red 
phosphorus—to initiate ignition.

When the match head is dragged swiftly across the 
striking surface the friction generates localized heat, 
which in turn triggers a chemical reaction between 
the oxidizer and fuel components. The match ignites, 
producing a flame that can be used to light fires, 
candles, stoves, or other combustible materials.

The first truly effective friction match was created in 
1826 by John Walker, an English chemist and druggist 
based in Stockton-on-Tees. Motivated by a desire to 
simplify fire-making, Walker experimented with 
chemical mixtures known to produce sudden ignition. 
However, none had successfully transferred flame to 

a slow-burning material like wood—until a serendipitous accident changed everything. While 
preparing a lighting compound, Walker noticed that a match dipped in the mixture ignited 
when scraped against his stone hearth. Recognizing its potential, he began producing matches 
that ignited through friction alone.

Walker’s early matches—called “friction lights”—were made from wooden splints coated in 
sulphur and tipped with a blend of antimony sulphide, potassium chlorate, gum arabic (acacia 2 The Friction 

Match
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42. A photograph of John Walker’s home (marked with an X). Image courtesy of Preston Park Museum; 43. Artist’s impression of 
John Walker’s chemist shop on Stockton High Street. Image courtesy of Preston Park Museum; 44. Announcement of John Walker’s 
invention of the friction match or Congreve

gum), and sometimes starch. The sulphur served to transfer the flame to the wood. He sold them 
under the name Congreves, a tribute to Sir William Congreve, the British rocket pioneer. Each 
box of 50 matches cost one shilling and included a folded piece of sandpaper for striking. Walker 
kept the exact formula secret and, between 1827 and 1829, sold approximately 168 boxes. Despite 
their novelty, the matches were hazardous: a shower of sparks with molten balls could fall from 
the tip, igniting clothing or carpets. This led to bans in countries like France and Germany.

45. John Walker friction-lights; 46. John Walker’s friction matches (made by Richard Bell & Co.)

47. John Walker’s tin box of Congreves (same as friction matches); 48. John Walker’s friction-lights first label (jpg)

Walker never patented his invention, reportedly dismissing its commercial potential and 
preferring to focus on scientific inquiry. Even encouragement from figures like Michael 
Faraday failed to sway him. To improve ignition and reduce odour, camphor was added to 
mask the acrid fumes.
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Commercialization and the Rise of Lucifers

In 1829, Scottish inventor Sir Isaac Holden developed a refined version of Walker’s match and 
demonstrated it to students at Castle Academy in Reading. Like Walker, Holden did not patent 
his design. One of his pupils reportedly shared the idea with his father, Samuel Jones, a London 
chemist who recognized its commercial potential. Jones patented a version of Holden’s match 
and marketed it as the Lucifer match—a name evoking fire and rebellion.

Lucifers were made by dipping splints into a mixture of potassium chlorate, sulphur, and 
sugar. The ignition sequence of Samuel Jones’ Lucifer matches was as follows:

Striking (Friction Phase)
•	 The match head, coated with a mixture of potassium chlorate, antimony sulphide, and 

sulphur, is struck against a rough surface.
•	  Friction generates heat (~150–200°C), enough to trigger a rapid chemical reaction.

53. Samuel Jones – The Athenaeum (Word)

49- 52. S. Jones’ Lucifers
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Initial Combustion
•	 Potassium chlorate decomposes, releasing oxygen.
•	 Antimony sulphide and sulphur ignite in the presence of this oxygen, producing a violent 

burst of flame.
•	 The reaction is exothermic (heat-releasing) and often unpredictable—Lucifers were known 

to flare suddenly and erratically.

Flame Transfer
•	 The flame leaps from the head to the wooden splint.
•	 The splint, often dipped in melted sulphur to aid ignition, catches fire quickly.

Sustained Burn
•	 The match burns with a strong sulphurous odour, which was a signature trait of Lucifers.
•	 The flame lasts long enough to light tobacco or kindling, but was not always reliable for 

household use.

Extinction
•	 Once the fuel is consumed, the flame dies out.
•	 The matchstick chars, leaving behind a brittle residue.

Jones’ early Lucifers ignited with a violent reaction, emitted harsh fumes, and produced 
unpredictable sparks. Lucifer matchboxes often carried warnings: “Persons whose lungs are 
delicate should by no means use Lucifers,” reflecting the health risks posed by their combustion 
gases.

Despite these drawbacks, they became popular, especially among tobacco smokers. In the 
United States, Ezekial Byam manufactured Lucifers, and the term entered popular culture—
appearing in songs like ‘Pack Up Your Troubles’ during World War I. Even today, Dutch and 
Flemish languages still refer to matches as Lucifers.

The Phosphorus Revolution: Charles Sauria, and Loco-Focos

The old Lucifers were soon eclipsed by a major innovation in 1830, when French chemist Charles 
Sauria replaced antimony sulphide with white or yellow phosphorus 3. Sauria’s matches ignited 

more reliably and burned longer, with less odour. He added gum arabic to bind the mixture 
and dipped wooden splints into the paste. Though effective, these matches were volatile and 
had to be stored in airtight metal containers to prevent spontaneous ignition.

54. Charles Sauria – Nature; 55. Charles Sauria

Sauria added white phosphorus (P₄) to the match head mixture, which ignites spontaneously 
at relatively low temperatures (~30–50°C). When struck against a rough surface, the friction 
generated enough heat to ignite the phosphorus, which in turn ignited the other components—
especially potassium chlorate, the oxidizer. The match head contained a volatile blend of white 
phosphorus (20%), potassium chlorate (30%), sulphur (15%), and chalk and glue (to stabilize and 
bind the mixture).  The phosphorus acted as the initiator, while the chlorate released oxygen to 
fuel combustion, and sulphur helped sustain the flame.

In England, these matches retained the name Congreves, while in the U.S., they came to be 
known as Loco-Foco matches. The term Loco-Foco—originally coined for a self-igniting cigar 

3 When yellow phosphorus oxidizes when exposed to air it turns pale, and called white phosphorus.
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Clockwise from the top left: 56. & 57. White 
phosphorous Congreve matches; 58. New patent 
gas camphorated Congreve lights (likely with 
phosphorus) without sulphur, manufactured by Bell 
& Black, London, c. 1851; 59. White phosphorous 
Lucifer matches, 1831-1906 (after which white 
phosphorus was banned), The white phosphorus 
match was invented in 1831 by Charles Sauria, who 
added the phosphorus to the first matches invented 
just 4 years before by John Walker. It results in a less 
violent combustion of the match; 60. A match safe; 
61. Old Lucifer matchbox label

62. Manufacture of Lucifer matches
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patented in 1834—was later applied to 
matches and then adopted by a radical 
faction of the Democratic Party. In 1835, 
when mainstream Democrats tried to 
disrupt a political meeting by turning off 
the gas lights, the group continued their 
debate by striking matches in the dark. The 
name Loco-Focos stuck, symbolizing their 
defiance and fiery rhetoric.

64. & 65.  Loco-Foco matches(US)

63. Loco-Foco matches(US)

The first American patent for a phosphorus friction match was granted in 1836 to Alonzo 
Dwight Phillips of Springfield, Massachusetts.
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66. &  67. Loco-Foco Etymology

A more generic name for white phosphorus matches, from Lucifers to Congreves, was “Strike 
Anywhere Matches.”

Table: The Evolution of Early Matches: Lucifer, Congreve, Loco-Foco, Vestas, Fusees

Term Timeframe Chemistry/ 
Mechanism

Origin/ 
Branding Use

Notes & 
Clarification

Walker’s 
“Congreves”

~1826– 1829 Potassium chlorate 
+ antimony 
sulphide (no 
phosphorus)

Sold ~168 boxes 
by John Walker 
(UK)

Congreves or 
‘friction lights’; 
earliest friction 
matches; not 
patented

Holden’s 
refinement

~1829 Improved friction 
formula (same 
chemistry)

Not branded; 
adopted by 
Samuel Jones

More reliable 
ignition; basis for 
Jones’s commercial 
success

Jones’s 
“Lucifers”

~1829 onward Holden’s formula 
(no phosphorus)

Branded by 
Samuel Jones 
(England)

First mass-marketed 
matches; term 
“Lucifer” coined for 
dramatic appeal

68. Strike Anywhere matches
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Jones’s 
“Congreves” 
(later)

~1830s– 1840s White phosphorus 
+ potassium 
chlorate

Reused 
“Congreve” name 
for phosphorus-
based matches

Semantic shift; 
used for export and 
domestic branding

Lucifer 
(generic)

~1830s– 1890s White 
phosphorus-based 
strike-anywhere 
matches

Widely adopted 
across Europe

Term became 
generic for volatile 
matches, regardless 
of origin

Congreve 
(generic)

~1830s– 1870s White 
phosphorus-based 
strike-anywhere 
matches

Common 
in Austria, 
Germany, 
England

Often 
interchangeable 
with “Lucifer” in 
commercial use

Loco-Foco ~1835– 1840s White 
phosphorus-based

Used by U.S. 
political faction 
(Democratic 
radicals)

Matches used to 
relight candles 
during a disrupted 
meeting; name 
became political 
metaphor

Vesta ~1832 onward Wax stem + 
phosphorus tip 
(strike-anywhere)

Patented by 
William Newton 
(UK); later Swan 
Vestas

Named after Roman 
goddess of fire; 
popular for personal 
use; led to ornate 
vesta cases

Fusee ~1832– 1860s+ Cardboard stalk 
soaked in nitre + 
phosphorus tip

Outdoor use; 
cigar/pipeline 
lighting; UK and 
Europe

Wind-resistant; 
slow-burning; sold 
in tearable strips; 
precursor to book 
matches

It is essential to reiterate between the earliest Lucifer matches sold by Samuel Jones in 1829 and 
the later iterations that followed. Jones’s initial product was based on John Walker’s friction 
match formula, which relied on a blend of potassium chlorate and antimony sulphide. These 

Clockwise from the top left: 69. & 70. Vintage Antique Victorina Era R. Bell & 
Co. Wind Vestas Bromley-by-Bow, London Matches Box; 71. Swan Vestas by 
Bryant & May, London; 72. Paraffin Lucifers; 73. Bryant & May - Wax vestas
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74. Two boxes of J. Hynam’s perfumed fusee matches for lighting cigars; 75. Bryant & May fusee matches

matches ignited through friction alone—typically struck against sandpaper or glasspaper—
but they emitted a harsh, acrid odour and were prone to unreliable ignition. Crucially, they did 
not contain white phosphorus.

While Sauria’s phosphorus matches were more effective, they were also far more hazardous. 
White phosphorus is highly toxic and volatile, capable of spontaneous ignition in air and 
responsible for severe health issues among match factory workers, including the infamous 
“phossy jaw.” Despite these dangers, the improved performance made white phosphorus 
matches commercially dominant for much of the 19th century.

Moreover, phosphorus tips not only gave off fumes, they were deadly if swallowed. Ingesting 
match heads was a common method of committing suicide and small children were often 
accidentally poisoned by swallowing match heads. Lucifers (with phosphorus) were also highly 
combustible; they were kept in match safes made of metal and hung on the wall to kept Lucifers 
dry, safe, and out of reach of children’s fingers. 
To clarify the progression:
•	 Original Jones Lucifers (1829):
        ~ Based on Walker’s friction formula
        ~ Contained potassium chlorate and antimony sulphide
        ~ No white phosphorus
        ~ Unstable ignition and foul odour

•	 Later Lucifers (1830s onward):
        ~ Incorporated white phosphorus following Sauria’s innovation
        ~ Improved ignition due to phosphorus and reduced odour
        ~ Widely adopted across Europe
        ~ Increased toxicity and fire risk

This transition marks a critical moment in match history—where chemical refinement 
outpaced safety, and the pursuit of convenience introduced new industrial hazards.
A summary is given in the table below.

Table: Comparison of Lucifers and Strike-Anywhere Matches

Match 
Type

Composition Ignition 
Method

Safety and 
Issues

Time 
Period

Early Lucifers
(S. Jones)

Potassium 
chlorate, 
antimony 
sulphide

Friction on rough 
surface like 
glasspaper or 
sandpaper

Unreliable ignition, 
foul odour, risk of 
explosion

~1829– 1830s

Later Lucifers
(S. Jones + C. 
Sauria)

White 
phosphorus, 
potassium 
chlorate

Friction on any 
surface

Toxic fumes, phossy 
jaw, fire hazard

1830s– late 
1800s

Strike-
Anywhere 
Matches
(C. Sauria + 
others)

White 
phosphorus, 
sulphur, glass 
powder

Friction on any 
rough surface

Improved reliability, 
phossy jaw, still toxic 
until red phosphorus 
replaced white

Mid– late 1800s 
onward

Refinements and Innovations (1830– 1890)

From 1830 to 1890, the basic composition of non-safety, strike anywhere matches remained 
largely the same, though several refinements improved usability and safety:
1843: William Ashgard substituted sulphur with beeswax, reducing acrid fumes.
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Wax (usually natural like beeswax) was later substituted with petroleum-derived paraffin, 
also called “impregnated matches”, initially used in Vestas (1832) but then extended to friction 
matches.  These matches featured wooden splints or tapers that were dipped in wax or paraffin, 
making them water-resistant and windproof, slow-burning, ideal for lighting cigars, lamps, or 
stoves, flexible and durable, less prone to snapping, and helped the flame travel smoothly down 
the stick, creating a longer, steadier burn than standard dry wood matches.

They were often paired with phosphorus-based heads (usually red or white phosphorus) and 
oxidizers like potassium chlorate.

Wax/paraffin-impregnated matches were often marketed as such in tropical markets as they 
were humidity- and damp-resistant.

1862: Charles W. Smith introduced paraffin, giving rise to parlour matches—cleaner-burning 
and more elegant.

1870: Manufacturers began treating splint ends with fire-retardant chemicals like alum and 
sodium silicate, creating the so-called drunkard’s match, designed to prevent users from 
burning their fingers.

Production methods evolved: early matches were cut from blocks of wood with splints still 
attached at the base. Later designs resembled combs, allowing individual splints to be snapped 
off as needed.

The Noiseless Match: János Irinyi’s Breakthrough

In 1836, Hungarian chemistry student János Irinyi made a critical advancement. Inspired by 
a failed classroom experiment by his professor Meissner, Irinyi replaced potassium chlorate 
with lead dioxide in the match head, dramatically reducing noise and volatility. He liquefied 
white phosphorus in warm water, granulated it, and mixed it with lead and gum arabic to form 
a paste. After dipping pine sticks into the mixture and drying them, he found they ignited 
evenly and quietly—thus inventing the noiseless match.

76. Janos Irinyi; 77. Janos Irinyi’s silent match

78. Janos Irinyi article
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Irinyi sold the rights to István Rómer, a Hungarian pharmacist in Vienna, for 60 forints 
(roughly 22.5 ounces of silver), though some sources suggest the price may have been higher. 
Rómer profited greatly, while Irinyi continued his scientific work, publishing chemistry texts, 
founding match factories, and later playing a role in the Hungarian Revolution of 1848.

Table: Evolution of matches since the invention of the friction match

Year Event/ 
Innovation

Inventor/ 
Contributor

Details

1826 First successful 
friction match

John Walker (England) Accidental ignition; tipped with 
antimony sulphide, potassium 
chlorate, and gum. Sold as 
Congreves.

1827- 1829 Commercial sales 
begin

John Walker Sold ~168 boxes; included 
sandpaper for striking. Banned in 
France & Germany.

1829 Improved version 
of Walker’s match

Sir Isaac Holden 
(Scotland)

Demonstrated to students; idea 
passed to Samuel Jones. Not 
patented.

1830 White phosphorus 
match invented

Charles Sauria 
(France)

Replaced antimony sulphide with 
white phosphorus. Stored in 
airtight boxes.

1836 U.S. patent for 
phosphorus match

Alonzo Dwight 
Phillips (USA)

First American patent for 
phosphorus friction match.

1836 Noiseless match 
invented

János Irinyi (Hungary) Used lead dioxide instead of 
potassium chlorate. Sold to István 
Rómer.

1843 Sulphur replaced 
with beeswax

William Ashgard Reduced pungent fumes.

1862 Beeswax replaced 
with paraffin

Charles W. Smith Led to parlour matches.

1870 Fireproofing of 
splints

– Used alum and sodium silicate to 
prevent finger burns (drunkard’s 
match).

1830- 1890 Manufacturing 
improvements

Various Shift from block-cut splints to 
comb-style matchsticks.

Key Terms & Cultural Notes

•	 Congreves: Walker’s name for his matches, honouring Sir William Congreve.
•	 Lucifers: Matches commercialized by Samuel Jones; known for explosive ignition and 

strong fumes.
•	 Loco Foco: U.S. name for phosphorus matches.
•	 Drunkard’s Match: Fireproofed splints to prevent burns.
•	 Lucifer (slang): Term persisted into WWI songs and still used in Dutch/Flemish today.

Sidebar: Early Chinese Fire Sticks vs. European Friction Matches

Feature Chinese Sulphur Fire 
Sticks (6th–13th c.)

European Friction 
Matches (19th c.)

Ignition Method Required external flame Ignited by striking surface

Core Material Pinewood coated in sulphur Wood or cardboard with phosphorus

Self-Igniting No Yes

Earliest Use 577 A.D. (Northern Qi court) 1826 (John Walker, England)

Cultural Context Alchemical, poetic, domestic Industrial, commercial

Names Used Fire inch-stick, light-bringing slave Lucifer matches, safety matches

Market Presence Hangzhou markets (1270 A.D.) Widespread in Europe by 1850s
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Making and Selling the Friction Match in the Early 1800s

The workers in the making of, and selling matches were very poor people. In the 19th century it 
was seen as an occupation for the disabled or the young, and others at the bottom of the heap. 
Match-selling overlapped with begging. The harshest commentators in Victorian London 
thought carrying a few splinters of wood with you was not a serious effort to earn pennies, just 
an attempt to avoid arrest for being a vagabond or beggar. In the social unrest of 1830s England, 
a more sympathetic writer described watchmen: “...who every hour, to prove their vigilance, 
sent in some poor wretch, beggar or match-seller, or rambling child, under the denomination 
of suspicious persons...” (Mary Mitford, Our Village, 1832). Many of the old brimstone match 
sellers made their own stock. Some moved on to selling modern “Lucifer” matches, but as these 
were made in factories, the trade changed.

79. A boy in Bristol, England, and a young woman in London with a ragged skirt.

80. Portrait of a real-life match seller in Trondheim, Norway, with a tray hung round his neck.  
Woman with basket in New York.
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3
Origins

While the invention of the safety match is often 
attributed to the Swedes, the contribution of Rudolf 
Christian Böttger (1806–1881), the German spark 
behind the invention of the safety match is often 
overlooked. In 1848, Böttger developed a match design 
that used red phosphorus—a far safer alternative to the 
toxic white/yellow phosphorus used in earlier matches. 
His key innovation was to move the phosphorus from 
the match head to the striking surface, separating the 
reactive components. This dramatically reduced the 
risk of accidental ignition and poisoning. Böttger’s 
matches also included manganese dioxide and glue on 
the striking surface, further stabilizing the reaction.

The Safety 
Match

81. Rudolf Christian Böttger, 1806-1881

82. Böttger’s safety match used in Switzerland

Although Böttger’s version wasn’t widely commercialized, it laid the chemical foundation for 
the Swedish safety match. Here too, the development of the safety match was not the work of a 
single mind, but the culmination of contributions from two Swedish scientists.

Jöns Jacob Berzelius, renowned for formalizing the modern system of chemical notation and 
atomic weights, was among the first to identify red phosphorus as a viable alternative to 
yellow. He recognized its relative harmlessness and potential for match production, but never 
succeeded in adapting it for practical, daily use.
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83. Jöns Jacob Berzelius, 1779-1848; 84. An early work (1831) by Jöns Jacob Berzelius

The breakthrough came from his student and compatriot, 
Gustaf Erik Pasch—a polymath whose inventive energies 
spanned improved banknote paper, cement formulations 
for the Göta Canal in Sweden, vinegar production, silkworm 
cultivation, and even bassoon performance. It was Pasch 
who solved the dual problem of flammability and toxicity in 
phosphorus matches.

While the manufacture of white phosphorus-based matches—
particularly the improved Lucifer and “strike-anywhere” 
varieties—continued to expand rapidly throughout the 19th 
century, a safer alternative had already been discovered in 1844 
by the Swedish professor Gustaf Erik Pasch. His invention, 
the safety match, directly addressed the grave dangers posed 
by earlier phosphorus compositions. Unlike the volatile and 

85. Gustav Eric Pasch, 1788-1862

toxic white (or yellow) phosphorus used in conventional matches, Pasch’s design employed red 
phosphorus, a chemically stable and far less hazardous allotrope.

The Technology

How did the safety match work? 

Red Phosphorus Needs Conversion
•	 Red phosphorus is stable and non-flammable under normal conditions.
•	 When struck, frictional heat (~260°C) converts a tiny amount of red phosphorus into white 

phosphorus, which is highly flammable and ignites instantly in air.

Localized Reaction
•	 The conversion and ignition happen in a microscopic zone—only where the match head 

contacts the striking surface.
•	 The match head contains oxidizers (like potassium chlorate) and fuels (antimony sulphide, 

sulphur), which react with the ignited phosphorus.
•	 The box itself lacks these reactive ingredients, so it doesn’t sustain combustion.

Surface Composition
•	 The striking strip is a thin layer of red phosphorus mixed with glass powder and glue, 

applied to cardboard.
•	 This layer is designed to resist ignition unless activated by the match head’s chemistry.
•	 The cardboard substrate has a much higher ignition point (~400–470°C), well above the 

temperature reached during a strike.

Safety by Separation
•	 The genius of the Swedish safety match lies in separating the reactive components: oxidizer 

and fuel in the match head and red phosphorus on the box.
•	 Only when combined through friction do they produce flame—making accidental ignition 

nearly impossible.

So yes, the red phosphorus is on the box—but it’s like a locked door that only the match head’s 
chemistry can open.
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Pasch was granted a patent for his safety match in 1844, valid until 1852. Production began at 
S.J. Bagge’s factory in Stockholm, but the venture struggled. Red phosphorus was difficult and 
costly to produce at the time, and the quality was inconsistent. The striking surfaces degraded 
quickly, rendering the matches unreliable. Commercial success eluded Pasch, and his patent 
expired without yielding large-scale adoption. He died in 1862, impoverished and largely 
unrecognized for his contribution.

86. S.J Bagge’s factory in Stockholm; 87. Patented phosphorus-free striking matches, manufactured at J.S. Bagges & C:o Chemical 
Factory in Stockholm.  Phosphorus-free striking matches, in a box. Instructions. Hold the match about 1/4 inch from the head and 
quickly strike it against the striking surface, preferably on the edge, as it is less likely to break than if struck with the broad side facing 
forward.” According to patent 1845-10-30 for Gustaf Erik Pasch on striking matches with a composition of potassium chlorate, plate 
with red phosphorus and antimony sulphide. Box dimensions: length: 84 mm, width: 33 mm, height: 20 mm.

Factory Production

It was only later, through the efforts of Carl and Johan Lundström, that Pasch’s invention 
reached its full potential. The Lundström brothers refined the original design and established 
the Jönköping match factory, which became a global leader in safety match production. Their 
improvements—both technical and logistical—enabled mass manufacturing and international 
distribution. By the late 19th century, safety matches had become a universal household 
item, indispensable for lighting lamps, stoves, and tobacco, and accessible across class and 
geography.

88. Carl Frans Lundström, 1823-1917; 89. Johan Edvard Lundström, 1815-1888

For much of the 19th century, match production remained a labour-intensive craft. The 
matchsticks were made from aspen wood, prized for its straight grain and ease of splitting. 
Remarkably, a single log of aspen could yield up to 370,000 individual matches. Yet the process 
was arduous: each stick was made by hand, a physically demanding and time-consuming task 
carried out by workers in dimly lit workshops.

Once shaped, the matchsticks were dipped in molten sulphur, a step that allowed the flame 
to transfer easily from the igniting head to the wooden shaft. However, this process released 
a pungent, acrid odour when burned. Seeking to improve both the sensory experience and 
combustion quality, Johan Edvard Lundström introduced a refinement: replacing sulphur with 
wax or paraffin, which burned cleaner and more evenly.
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Table: Comparison of Wax-Coated vs. Sulphur-Coated Matches

Feature Wax-Coated Matches 
(e .g. Vestas)

Sulphur-Coated Matches

Coating Material Paraffin wax Sulphur

Burn 
Characteristics

Clean, gentle flame with less odour Stronger flame, noticeable sulphur 
smell

Moisture 
Resistance

High – wax repels moisture Low – sulphur is brittle and 
moisture-sensitive

Flexibility of 
Coating

Smooth, thin, and flexible Brittle when cooled

Common Use Personal-use matches (vestas, 
pocket matches)

Household matches, safety matches

Historical Period Popular from mid-19th century 
onward

Used from early match development 
into 20th century

Advertising 
Strategy

Marketed for portability and 
elegance

Sometimes advertised as “Strong 
Sulphur Matches”

Export Appeal Favoured in tropical climates for 
moisture resistance

Familiar in colonial markets for 
strong ignition

Transition Over 
Time

Wax replaced sulphur in many 
personal-use matches

Sulphur persisted in some brands 
into mid-20th century

After this initial coating, the sticks were dipped into the match head compound—a mixture 
of stibnite (antimony sulphide), potassium chlorate, gum, and starch—then left to dry. The 
finished matches were packed into small containers, often capsules or tubes made of brass or 
wood shavings, each assembled by hand.

With the advent of safety matches, the Lundström brothers also revolutionized packaging. 
They introduced the modern matchbox design still in use today: a two-part box consisting of an 

90. The cost factor as the chief limitations to red phosphorous matches, 1865 (top); 91. Jönköping Match Co., Sweden, 
International Exhibition of 1862 (bottom)
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92. &  93. The cost factor as the chief limitations to red phosphorous 
matches, 1865

94. Jönköpings safety match 
factory, 1872 (top);   
95. Matchbox from Jönköpings 
Tandsticksfabrik match factory 
(bottom)
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96. & 97. Safety matches struggle to replace Lucifers, 1851

inner tray and an outer sleeve. The striking surface—coated with red phosphorus—was affixed to 
the sides of the outer sleeve, ensuring that ignition could only occur through deliberate friction. 
Even these boxes were handcrafted, reflecting the artisanal nature of early match production.

Despite the ingenuity of Pasch’s safety match 
design, it wasn’t until 1868 that the product became 
commercially viable. By then, the price of red 
phosphorus had declined, and mechanization had 
begun to reshape the industry. The 1860s and 1870s 
saw rapid development, transforming match-
making from a cottage craft into a full-fledged 
industrial enterprise. In Sweden alone, there were 
as many as 155 match factories, each contributing 
to a growing national export economy.

The Machines

At the forefront of this transformation was 
Alexander Lagerman, a mechanical innovator 

98. Alexander Lagerman, 1836-1904

99. Alexander Lagerman’s operating his machine; 100. Alexander Lagerman’s complete machine

working at Jönköpings Tändsticksfabrik. In 1892, Lagerman introduced his complete match-
making machine, a breakthrough that consolidated five separate production steps into a 
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101. Alexander Lagerman’s complete machine

single automated process. The machine accepted pre-treated matchstick blanks at one end 
and produced fully finished matches at the other—dipping them in sulphur, paraffin, and the 
match head compound, then splitting, drying, and packing them into boxes. It was a marvel of 
industrial engineering.

Lagerman’s invention was kept secret for twenty years before it was patented, underscoring 
its strategic importance. By the time the patent was filed, the machine was still considered 
cutting-edge. Thanks to Lagerman’s designs, the Jönköping factory gained a significant lead 
over global competitors. With a series of pioneering machines, Jönköpings Tändsticksfabrik 
was poised to export Swedish safety matches worldwide.

The impact was immediate and dramatic. When the Jönköping factory first opened, it produced 

approximately 4,000 boxes per year. By 1896, just four years after Lagerman’s machine was 
introduced, annual production had soared to over seven million boxes. Swedish match 
manufacturing had entered its golden age—an era defined by technical ingenuity, global reach, 
and the quiet triumph of safety over hazard.

Sidebar: Match Compositions & Packaging Styles

Era Compositions Packaging  Style Striking Surface

1820s Chlorate + antimony Brass tubes, wood None or improvised

1830s White phosphorus Paper wraps, tins Any rough surface

1840s Red phosphorus (Pasch) Handmade boxes External pad

1860s Refined red phosphorus Inner tray + outer sleeve Box side (red 
phosphorus)

1890s Standardized safety mix Mass-produced 
matchboxes

Mechanized application

White Phosphorus Usage by Swedish Matches Manufacturers 

Swedish match factories including Jönköping Tändsticksfabrik continued to produce white 
phosphorus matches until 1910.  

In 1906, the Berne Convention was signed by several countries, including Sweden, to ban the use 
of white phosphorus in match production. This marked a turning point, though enforcement 
took time.  The Jönköping factory—and the broader Swedish match industry—completely 
ceased production of white phosphorus matches by the early 1910s, following mounting health 
concerns and international pressure.

Moreover, even into the early 20th century, Swedish factories—including Jönköping—faced 
challenges with contaminated red phosphorus, which sometimes contained traces of white 
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phosphorus and led to spontaneous fires—indicating that while direct use had ended, residual 
risks lingered.

So, while the formal production of white phosphorus matches ended in the 1910s, the legacy of 
contamination and industrial hazards persisted into the 1920s.

The Role of Sulphur in Matches

Apart from phosphorous, it is also interesting and important to highlight the role of sulphur in 
the evolution of matches.

Sulphur was a critical ignition aid in early match formulations, especially before the refinement 
of phosphorus chemistry.

1820s–1830s: Friction Lights and Sulphur as Fuel

John Walker’s 1827 invention used a mix of antimony sulphide, potassium chlorate, and binders. 
Sulphur was often added to improve flammability and consistency.

Sulphur’s low ignition temperature made it ideal for coating splints or acting as a base layer 
beneath more volatile compounds.

It was also used in “instantaneous light-boxes”, where matches were dipped into sulphuric 
acid to ignite.

Mid–Late 19th Century: Transition and Decline

As white phosphorus became dominant (despite its toxicity), sulphur’s role shifted to a 
secondary fuel or was replaced entirely.

In safety matches (developed by Gustaf Erik Pasch in 1844), sulphur was largely phased out in 
favour of red phosphorus and potassium chlorate, which were separated between the match 
head and striking surface.

Sulphur’s presence was often invisible to the consumer, but its chemical behaviour shaped the 
tactile experience of early match use—smell, ignition speed, and even the colour of the flame.

Table: Role of Sulphur in Matches

Period Role of Sulphur Match Type

1820s–1830s Primary fuel in match head Friction Lights, early Lucifers

1840s–1870s Combustion aid, sometimes in splint Early phosphorus matches, later 
Lucifers

1880s onward Phased out or replaced Safety matches

Some safety matches would intentionally contain sulphur as it meant reliable ignition—a 
match that would catch quickly and burn hot.  Advertising “Sulphur Matches” reassured users 
that these weren’t weak or experimental; they were tried-and-true fire-makers.  In tropical 
and humid climates (like India or Southeast Asia), sulphur-tipped matches were often more 
effective at lighting in damp conditions.  Exporters—especially Swedish and Japanese firms—
tailored their branding to local expectations, where sulphur was seen as a functional advantage, 
not a flaw.

102. & 103. Friction matches with sulphur
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104. Congreve matches without sulphur; Walker’s match was sold by Samuel Jones, an English man, under the name of “Lucifers.” 
Further the match with pasted sandpaper on the side of matchbox was newly produced and named “Congreves” for sale. The 
appearance of Congreves looks almost same with one we have currently, but it was horrible because ignition ability was very poor, 
fires sprang all over once it started to burn, and the smell of sulphur dioxide was intolerable.

105. Rudolf Christian Böttger on Lucifer matches without sulphur, 1841; 106. 20th century safety matches by WIMCO (India) 
advertised as “Sulphur Matches”

The Rise of Competing Brands

Following the introduction of the safety match by Johan Edvard Lundström in the 1850s, 
Jönköping rapidly emerged as the epicentre of global match production. Swedish matches—
especially those manufactured in Jönköping—were celebrated for their clean-burning, non-

Clockwise from the top left:  
107 .  Jönköping, the City of Matches, Poster 
1928; 108. Illustration of women working 
in a 19th Century match factory using red 
phosphorus. Artwork from the 14th volume 
(second period of 1894) of the French popular 
science weekly La Science Illustree; 109. 19th 
century match factory illustrations
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110. & 111. 19th century match factory illustration

toxic, and reliable ignition, setting a new international standard. Their reputation was so strong 
that the term Swedish match became synonymous with quality across Europe and beyond.

This prestige created a powerful branding halo around anything labelled “Swedish matches”, 
particularly those bearing the name “Jönköping.” As global demand surged, opportunism 
followed. A wave of competition unfolded.

Domestic Brands

Within Sweden, several smaller factories began producing matches that mimicked the 
packaging and naming conventions of Lundström’s Jönköping brand. Names like “Jönköpings 
Östra” (Eastern Jönköping) and “Westervik Tändsticksfabrik” were deliberately chosen to 
suggest geographic proximity or implied affiliation with the original factory. These products 
often used inferior wood, unstable chemical compositions, and less refined packaging, yet 
leaned heavily on the prestige of the Jönköping name to attract buyers.

Some labels even borrowed visual motifs—such as red borders, stylized crowns, or factory 
illustrations—that echoed the design language of the original Jönköping boxes, further 
blurring the line between authentic and imitation.

Export-Oriented Replicas

Outside Sweden, the problem intensified. Manufacturers in Germany, France, Britain, and later 
India and Japan began producing matchboxes labelled “Jönköping,” “Swedish Safety Matches,” 
or “Made in Sweden”—despite having no connection to Swedish factories. These boxes often 
featured faux Swedish typography, invented place names, or romanticized illustrations of 
Scandinavian landscapes, such as fjords, pine forests, or Viking ships, to enhance the illusion 
of origin.

In some cases, the word “Jönköping” was misspelled or stylized to avoid legal scrutiny while 
still evoking the brand’s prestige. These export-oriented fakes flooded colonial markets, where 
consumers associated Swedish matches with safety and reliability, making them especially 
vulnerable to deception.
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Table: Original & Major Swedish Brands

Brand Name Founded/ 
Active

Notes

Jönköpings 
Tändsticksfabrik

1844–1853 Founded by Johan Edvard Lundström; birthplace of 
the safety match.

Jönköpings Nya 
Tändsticksfabrik

1880s By the early 1900s, it became part of AB Jönköping-
Vulcan Tändsticksfabriksaktiebolag

Vulcan 
Tändsticksfabrik 
(Tidaholm)

1868 Founded by Charles E. Bratt; later merged with 
Jönköping to form AB Jönköping-Vulcan.

Junebro Ash Factory 1890s Founded by Carl Fredrik Wennberg

Jönköpings Westra 
Tändsticksfabrik

1880-1903 Rival factory in the same city; name mimicked the 
original to gain market traction.

AB Jönköping-Vulcan 1903 onward World’s largest match producer by early 20th 
century.

Svenska Tändsticks 
AB (STAB)

1917 Founded by Ivar Kreuger; consolidated the Swedish 
match industry.

Jönköpings Tändsticksfabrik’s Major Competitors 
Jönköpings Nya Tändsticksfabrik

Founded in the late 19th century, Jönköpings Nya Tändsticksfabrik (“New Matchstick Factory 
of Jönköping”) emerged as a direct competitor to the pioneering Jönköpings Tändsticksfabrik, 
established by the Lundström brothers. While both factories operated in the same city—
Jönköping, Sweden—the “Nya” designation signalled a fresh industrial venture, aiming to 
capitalize on the region’s reputation for match innovation.

Its labels often mirrored the design language of its older rival: bold typography, symmetrical 
layouts, and export-friendly motifs. This visual mimicry was strategic, helping the brand gain 
traction in colonial markets where recognition was largely image-based.

Despite its ambition, Jönköpings Nya was eventually absorbed into larger industrial entities. 
By the early 1900s, it became part of AB Jönköping-Vulcan Tändsticksfabriksaktiebolag, and 
later folded into Svenska Tändsticks AB (STAB) during Ivar Kreuger’s sweeping consolidation 
of the Swedish match industry in 1917.

Clockwise from the top left: 112. Jönköpings Nya (New) Matchstick Factory; 113. Jönköpings Östra Tändsticksfabrik - B. Hay; 114. 
Jönköpings Nya (New) Matchstick Factory labels; 115. Jönköpings Nya (New) Matchstick Factory imitation label
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Today, its surviving labels offer a glimpse into a fiercely competitive era—where even the 
smallest matchbox carried the weight of industrial rivalry, global trade, and graphic persuasion.

Vulcan Tändsticksfabrik (Tidaholm)

Founded in 1868 by Baron Hans Henrik von Essen and merchant Charles E. Bratt, Vulcan 
Tändsticksfabrik quickly rose from provincial obscurity to become a global powerhouse in match 
production. Located on the banks of the Tidan River, the factory overcame early setbacks—
including devastating fires and a lack of skilled labor—to establish itself as a formidable rival 
to Jönköpings Tändsticksfabrik.

Under the leadership of George Murray and with the technical expertise of chemist Charles G. 
Grimes, Vulcan dramatically improved match quality and production efficiency. By the 1890s, 

116. Vulcan’s Tändstickor’s first and second factories plus some production figures

it was producing over 2.5 million boxes per day, with a workforce exceeding 1,200 employees, 
and had surpassed Jönköping in export volume and profitability.

Vulcan’s strength lay in its flexible approach to global markets, adapting branding and packaging 
to suit regional tastes. It also embraced mechanization early, with over 550 machines powered 
by steam and water turbines. Despite fierce competition from Japanese exporters and internal 
tragedies—including the catastrophic 1875 fire that claimed 46 lives—Vulcan persisted and 
thrived.
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118. Vulcan Match Company, Tidaholm, c. 1894-1907

By the turn of the 20th century, Vulcan was considered the largest match manufacturer in 
the world, and its eventual merger with Jönköping laid the groundwork for the formation of 
Svenska Tändsticks AB (STAB) under Ivar Kreuger’s cartel strategy.

Junebro Ash Factory

Founded by Carl Fredrik Wennberg in the 1890s, Junebro began with ash production—likely 
for matchboxes and chemical precursors. Leveraging the Jönköping name and recruiting talent 
from Jönköping-Vulcan, Junebro signalled serious intent.

Its hallmark was label artistry, including the famed penguin design, and the Maharaja of 
Cochin, reflecting global ambitions.

Junebro operated its own printing house, ensuring creative control. Incorporated as Junebro 
AB in 1907, it was acquired by Vulcan in 1913, expanding to 400 workers before closing in 1924. 
The site later housed the Junex Textile Factory, continuing its industrial lineage.

Jönköpings Westra (Western) Tändsticksfabrik

Established in 1881 by engineer Carl Fredrik Wennberg, Jönköpings Westra Tändsticksfabrik 
(JWT) quickly became a serious contender in Sweden’s match industry. Backed by Jac Elliot & 119- 122. Vulcan matchboxes and labels

123. & 124. Vulcan matchboxes and labels
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125. Junebro Ash Factory; 126. Innovative packaging by 
Junebro; 127. Junebro matches; 128. Junebro’s Maharaja of 
Cochin label

Co. of Göteborg, the factory expanded rapidly, employing over 680 workers by the mid-1890s 
and exporting matches globally under the iconic “Tre Stjärnor” (Three Stars) label.

Wennberg’s technical ingenuity—designing custom machinery and streamlining production—
gave JWT a competitive edge. Its export network, anchored in London and Hamburg, positioned 
it as a nimble rival to both Vulcan and the original Jönköping factory.

In 1903, JWT merged with its competitors to form Jönköpings och Vulcans Tändsticksfabriks 
AB, laying the groundwork for the later STAB cartel. Though absorbed, JWT’s legacy endures in 
its branding finesse and its role in shaping Sweden’s industrial fire-making narrative.

129. Jönköpings Westra Tändsticksfabrik factory 1930

130. Jönköpings Westra Tandsticksfabrik matchbox label
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AB Jönköping-Vulcan and Svenska Tändsticks AB (STAB)

In 1903, AB Jönköping-Vulcan was formed through the merger of several Swedish match 
factories, including the prominent Jönköpings Tändsticksfabrik and Vulcan Tändsticksfabrik 
in Tidaholm. This consolidation created a powerful industrial bloc known for producing 
high-quality matches and iconic labels like Tre Stjärnor (“Three Stars”). By 1917, amid fierce 
global competition and postwar economic pressures, financier Ivar Kreuger orchestrated a 
landmark merger between Jönköping-Vulcan and AB Förenade Tändsticksfabriker, forming 
Svenska Tändsticks AB (STAB). STAB became the parent company overseeing Sweden’s match 
production, with Jönköping-Vulcan continuing as an operational arm. This move marked the 
beginning of Sweden’s match monopoly era, enabling STAB to expand internationally while 
standardizing production and branding across its subsidiaries

Westervik Tändsticksfabrik

Founded in 1857 by sea captain Carl Gustaf Landström, Westervik Tändsticksfabrik was one 
of Sweden’s early match factories. Located in Lofta parish near Västervik, the factory endured 
multiple setbacks—including a devastating fire in 1861 that led to Landström’s bankruptcy. 
It was soon revived by new investors, including shipowner Albert Tenger and consul Gustaf 
Maechel.

By the 1880s, under the leadership of pharmacist Nils Danielsson, production tripled. After 
Danielsson’s death in 1889, the factory was reorganized as Westerviks Tändsticksaktiebolag. 

131. & 132. Jönköpings Westra Tandsticksfabrik matchbox labels

Clockwise from the top left: 133. Windproof matches Three Stars Flaming Light by Jönköping–Vulcan Tändsticksfabriken. The 
Three Stars brand was first introduced by Jönköpings Westra Tändsticksfabrik founded in 1881. It was passed on to Jönköping–
Vulcan in a merger in 1903; 134. Superior Safety Matches by Jönköping & Vulcan Tändsticksfabriken AB; 135. Jönköping & 
Vulcan branding post-1903 merge; 136. Matchbox label of Svenska Tändsticks [Swedish Match]

Another fire in 1893 prompted a full rebuild, and in 1894, the city of Västervik became a major 
shareholder in the newly formed Västerviks Nya Tändsticksfabriksaktiebolag.
The factory modernized rapidly and became one of six match producers absorbed into 
Jönköpings och Vulcans Tändsticksfabriks AB in 1903, which itself became part of Svenska 
Tändsticks AB (STAB) in 1917, under the consolidation led by Ivar Kreuger.

Jönköpings Östra (Eastern) Matchstick Factory

Founded in 1881 by builder B.C. Carlsson with backing from Count James Hamilton, Alderman 
Gustav Grapengeisser, and Dr. Caspersson, Östra aimed to rival the dominant Jönköpings 
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137. Matchbox label of Westervik Tändsticksfabrik

Tändsticksfabrik. Initially named Jönköpings Nya, it was forced to rebrand after legal pressure 
from the western factory.

Östra grew rapidly, employing 400 workers and outsourcing ash production to 450 home-
based labourers, many of them women and children. Technical staff were recruited from the 
rival factory, signalling serious intent.

But its proximity and branding provoked Bernhard Hay, who accused Östra of label piracy. 

Legal battles followed, and on the same day the court ruled in Hay’s favour, Östra declared 
bankruptcy—burdened by 800,000 kronor in debt.

Despite its short life, Östra left a mark: locals saw its smoke as a sign of opportunity, and 
Carlsson was celebrated for his generosity. After closure in 1885, the site evolved into a textile 
factory, then Jansson’s Shoe Factory by 1929, continuing its industrial legacy.

Legal and Branding Challenges

During the mid-19th century, Sweden lacked robust trademark legislation, making it difficult 
to protect brand identity across borders. The Lundström brothers, and later AB Jönköping-
Vulcan—formed through mergers in the early 20th century—attempted to combat imitation 
by standardizing packaging, introducing seals, and registering designs. However, enforcement 
was inconsistent, especially abroad.

The problem was compounded by the fact that early matchbox labels were not considered 
intellectual property under Swedish law. Manufacturers could legally replicate design elements, 
names, and even slogans. It wasn’t until the late 19th century, with the rise of international 
trademark conventions and industrial exhibitions, that Swedish producers began to assert 
control over their visual identity.

Despite these challenges, the Jönköping brand endured. Its reputation was bolstered by awards 
at world expos, government endorsements, and the eventual consolidation of Swedish match 
production under Ivar Kreuger’s Svenska Tändsticks AB (STAB) in the early 20th century, which 
helped restore brand integrity and global dominance.
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4 Early Swedish 
Matchbox Art 
and Design

Early Packaging and the Role of Manufacturer Names

In the earliest phase of match production, following John Walker’s invention of the friction 
match in England in 1826, packaging was rudimentary. Matches were sold in plain wooden 
boxes or paper wrappers, with little concern for graphic design.

138. Victorian Bryant & May at Bow, London, matchbox

As match manufacturing spread across Europe in the 1830s and 1840s, labels began to appear—
typically typographic, sparse, and focused on one key element: the manufacturer’s name.  In an 
unregulated market, the name served as a signal of origin and a claim to reliability. These labels 
were not designed to be visually compelling; instead, they were designed to establish trust and 
differentiate one maker from another. However, the most highly regarded manufacturers—
those whose reputations were already well established—often retained the prestige of their 
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name as the central visual element. Rather than adopting elaborate imagery, they relied on 
brand recognition alone, confident that their name conveyed quality without embellishment.
This early emphasis on manufacturer identity laid the foundation for later tensions between 
originality and imitation, especially as matchbox design became more visually sophisticated.

The Swedish Safety Match and the Graphic Boom

The invention of the safety match in Sweden in 1855 by Gustaf Erik Pasch, and its refinement 
by Johan Edvard Lundström, marked a turning point in both match technology and packaging 
aesthetics. Lundström’s factory in Jönköping became internationally renowned for producing 
high-quality safety matches, and its matchboxes began to reflect this reputation through 
distinctive graphic design.

139- 141. Early Swedish matchbox labels, c. 1850-1870 (top);  142- 144. Early label of Jönköpings Tändsticksfabrik matches (bottom)

Swedish matchbox labels developed a signature visual style: a central emblem or title, often 
flanked by ornate borders, symmetrical flourishes, decorative typography, and exhibition 
medals or trade fair medallions 4.  This design language became synonymous with Swedish 
match quality and was widely imitated across Europe and beyond.

145. Safety Matches Jönköpings Tändsticksfabrik with emblems

However, the absence of robust copyright and trademark protections during this period 
allowed widespread replication. Prior to the expansion of railway infrastructure, most match 
factories served local markets. Many producers copied Jönköping’s graphic style, effectively 
piggybacking on its reputation to promote their own goods. Crucially, these imitations often 
retained the visual prominence of the manufacturer’s name—either their own or a misleadingly 
similar one—hoping to benefit from the association with Jönköping’s excellence.

With the advent of national distribution via rail, consumers encountered matchboxes of 
varying quality bearing nearly identical designs. This created confusion and undermined 
brand integrity. While the name on the box had once been a reliable indicator of origin, it now 

4 These were graphic representations of prizes or honours won at international exhibitions—such as the Paris Exposition Universelle 
(1889) or the World’s Columbian Exposition (Chicago, 1893).
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became a site of manipulation. Inferior producers used similar names and designs to mislead 
buyers, while reputable firms saw their brand diluted.

In response, Jönköping successfully lobbied for trademark legislation in Sweden. Yet rather 
than develop original branding, many competitors made only superficial changes—altering 
borders, typefaces, or iconography—while retaining the overall aesthetic associated with 
Jönköping. This practice allowed them to remain legally compliant while continuing to benefit 
from the prestige of the original design.

From Quality Signalling to Emotional Branding

As match production became standardized and matches transitioned into mass-market 
commodities, the function of matchbox design evolved. Initially intended to signal product 
quality and manufacturer reliability—often through the prominent display of the producer’s 
name—labels increasingly became tools of emotional branding. Manufacturers began to 
prioritize imagery that resonated with contemporary cultural interests, often replacing their 
company names with evocative symbols or themes.

This shift rendered matchboxes a valuable lens through which to examine popular aesthetics 
and consumer psychology of the late 19th century. Companies selected motifs that reflected 
prevailing tastes, aspirations, and fascinations—effectively turning the matchbox into a 
miniature cultural artifact.

Thematic Trends in Late 19th-Century Matchbox Design

Several recurring themes emerged in matchbox design during this period, each reflecting 
broader societal interests:

Technological Modernity
Matchboxes frequently depicted innovations such as steam locomotives, telegraph systems, 
ironclad warships, early automobiles, and aeroplanes. These images symbolized progress and 
industrial advancement.
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149- 154. Technology; Engine brand matches, Aeroplane matches, Automobile 
matches, Phonograpgh matches, The motor girl, Yatch

Public Figures and Heroic Icons
Royalty, military leaders, explorers, and sports champions were common subjects. Captain 
Matthew Webb, celebrated for swimming the English Channel, was a popular figure. In colonial 
contexts, deities and local rulers, such as Indian maharajas, were also featured.
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Exoticism and Global Exploration
Victorian-era fascination with distant lands manifested in matchbox art through depictions 
of foreign animals, plants, architecture, and landscapes. While some designs veered into 
orientalist or caricatured representations, others conveyed genuine curiosity and admiration 
for global diversity.

158- 162. The Exotic and Global Exploration; Plamtree, Temptress, Dancing Girl, Flamboyant, El Indio

Fauna and Natural Motifs
Animals—particularly tigers, birds, bears, and domestic pets—were widely used. These motifs 
conveyed strength, elegance, or familiarity, and were often chosen for their symbolic resonance 
or visual appeal.

163- 168. Fauna and Natural Motifs; Tiger, Grape, Bullock, Parrot, Condor, Lion

Numerical Symbolism
Surprisingly, the number three appeared frequently in matchbox design. Trios of objects, 
animals, or symbols were considered aesthetically pleasing and were believed to convey balance 
and completeness.

Sidebar: The Matchbox as a Cultural Mirror

•	 Technology: Trains, telegraphs, and aeroplanes symbolized progress.
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Table: Manufacturer Name vs. Graphic Emphasis

Matchbox Type Manufacturer 
Name Usage

Graphic Emphasis Example Motif

Early English (pre-
1855)

Central and bold Minimal or absent “Bryant & May, London”

Jönköping originals 
(1860s-1880s)

Elegant, central Shield, laurels “Jönköping Safety 
Match”

Copycat Swedish 
brands

Imitative or 
misleading

Near-identical layout

Emotional branding 
(1890s–1910s)

Often omitted Thematic illustrations Tiger, train, Captain 
Webb

Sidebar: Trademark Law and the Bare-Minimum Shift

When Sweden introduced trademark protections, many manufacturers made only superficial 
changes to avoid legal conflict. These “bare-minimum” adaptations included:
•	 Slight font alterations
•	 Border modifications
•	 Repositioning of central emblems
•	 Subtle name changes (e.g., “Jönköping Tändsticksfabrik” and “Jönköpings Nya 

Tändsticksfabrik”)

This strategy allowed firms to remain visually close to the original while skirting infringement—
preserving consumer confusion and market advantage.

169- 172. Numerical symbolism; Trimurti, Three bells, Three cats, Three riders

•	 Celebrity: Royalty and explorers offered heroic narratives.
•	 Exoticism: Llamas, pagodas, and palm trees evoked distant lands.
•	  Animals: Tigers and birds conveyed strength or elegance.
•	 Numerical symbolism: Trios of objects suggested harmony and completeness.
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Printing Technology for Swedish Matchbox Labels (Late 19th Century)

During the final decades of the 1800s, Sweden’s match industry—led by firms like Jönköping 
and Vulcan—embraced chromolithography, a multi-color printing process that allowed for 
vibrant, layered imagery on matchbox labels. This technique replaced earlier woodcut and 
monochrome methods, enabling mass production of visually striking labels that could appeal 
to diverse international markets.

Swedish printers used stone plates for each color layer, often requiring 6–10 passes per label. 
The process was labor-intensive but yielded exceptional clarity and color harmony, which 
became a hallmark of Swedish match branding. Labels featured animals, royal insignia, exotic 
scenes, and allegorical motifs, tailored to colonial and export audiences.
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175. Some printing machines in the late 1800s 176. & 177. Jönköpings Tändsticksfabrik patented safety matches

By 1890, Sweden had become a global leader in match exports, and its printing houses—often 
integrated with match factories—played a crucial role in marketing. The labels were not just 
decorative; they functioned as trademarks, advertisements, and cultural signifiers, protected 
under emerging trademark laws.

This fusion of industrial printing and visual storytelling helped Swedish matches dominate 
markets from India to Africa, and laid the foundation for the label-collecting hobby known as 
phillumeny.
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5 The Social 
costs of White 
Phosphorous 
Matches

The Adverse Effects of White Phosphorus

When Samuel Jones realized “his” (rather, John 
Walker’s) invention’s commercial potential, he set 
up a match business in London, and cleverly named 
his product “Lucifers.” The term persisted as slang in 
the 20th Century. Lucifers caught on, and following 
their introduction in London, tobacco smoking 
of all kinds greatly increased; a perfect example 
of “complimentary goods”, often taught in a basic 
economics. Moreover, tobacco smoking was reported 
to have caused fires due to negligence.

178. The last Lucifer match

179. Smoking in gunpowder factories; 180. Tobacco 
smoking and Lucifer fires 
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The Lucifers were unpredictable too, giving off violent bursts of flame, and emitted an extremely 
noxious odor of sulphur. Boxes of Lucifers carried a printed warning: “persons whose lungs are 
delicate should by no means use Lucifers.”

181. Leaflet of white paper 
advertising Samuel Jones’s 
Lucifer Matches
Leaflet of white paper 
(7 3/4 x 4 ins), printed; 
advertising Samuel Jones’s 
Lucifer Matches and other 
domestic contrivances 
made by him, with 
“Directions for Using” the 
Lucifers, as follows - “Place 
the folded part of Sand 
Paper next to the hand, 
the black end of the Match 
between; press moderately 
with the finger and 
thumb; then withdraw it 
briskly, and the effect of 
the friction will produce 
instant light. NB - If 
possible, avoid inhaling 
the gas that escapes 
from the combustion of 
the black Composition. 
Persons whose Lungs 
are delicate should by no 
means use the Lucifers”; 
also, a strongly-worded 
caution against imitations 
of Jones’s Lucifers by 
unauthorized makers, 
producing “base 
counterfeits”; evidently 
issued by Jones on, or 
very soon after, the 
introduction of the Lucifer 
by him; probably unique; 
presented by Mr. Miller 
Christy; date probably 
1830. England.

182. Lucifers using 
phosphorous become a 

reliable product (jpg)

For decades since its introduction in 1830 by Charles Sauria, white phosphorus was a staple 
of match production—cheap, effective, and deadly. The white/yellow phosphorus in the sticks 
could in greater doses could be fatal. They were sometimes used to induce abortions, with great 
risks for the mother. Its use also came at a terrible cost to the workers who handled it daily. The 
chemical was highly toxic and led to a horrific condition known as phossy jaw, or phosphorus 
necrosis of the jaw. This disease, a form of bone decay, primarily affected the lower jaw and was 
common among factory workers, particularly the “mixers,” “dippers,” and “boxers,” who were 
exposed to phosphorus fumes during the manufacturing process.
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The symptoms were brutal. It began with persistent toothaches 
and swollen gums. The infected bone would emit a ghostly 
greenish-white glow in the dark. Pus formed, teeth fell out, 
and eventually, the dead bone separated from the living tissue. 
In advanced cases, the entire jawbone would rot away. The only 
treatment was surgical removal of the jaw, leaving the patient 
permanently disfigured. If left untreated, the disease could 
spread to the brain, causing severe neurological damage, organ 
failure, and death.

The first documented case of phossy jaw appeared in Vienna 
in 1839, reported by Austrian physician Dr. Friedrich Wilhelm 
Lorinser. By 1844, he had recorded twenty-two cases among 
match workers and confirmed the link to white phosphorus 
exposure. Despite this, the match industry continued to grow 
rapidly. In fact, in spite of Dr. Lorinsor’s reports of phossy jaw in 
Austria, the country dominated the production of Lucifers and 
strike-anywhere matches all through the mid-1800s. 183. Friedrich Wilhelm Lorinser, 1817-1895

Public awareness of the dangers began to grow thanks to the efforts of medical professionals, 
labour activists, and journalists who documented the plight of match workers. In Germany, 
the government took early action, banning white phosphorus matches in 1901. France, Austria, 
and other nations followed suit with similar legislation in the years that followed. In the United 
States, the Eschew Act of 1912 imposed a steep tax on white phosphorus matches, effectively 
driving them out of the market.

Yet the problem was not confined to any one country, and unilateral bans could not prevent 
the continued manufacture and export of hazardous matches. A Report submitted in 1899 by 
Professor G.E. Thorpe et al to the British Government surveyed match factories from across the 
world.  The photographs taken from their report show the production process and ventilation 
systems in factories at that time.
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185- 187. The dreaded effect of white phosphorus on the jaw 190. The importance of ventilation in the match factory to prevent occurrence of phossy jaw

188. & 189. The dreaded effect of white phosphorus on the jaw

120 121



191- 195. Some photographs from a survey of factories from 
across the Western world

196. Sketch of match factory, 1889

Workers Strike at Bryant & May

By 1890, Britain was using 60 tons of white 
phosphorus annually in match production—half 
of it consumed by one company: Bryant and May.  
Founded in 1843, Bryant and May initially imported 
matches before becoming a major manufacturer. 
The company would later become infamous for its 
labour practices, especially during the 1888 Match 
Girls’ Strike—one of Britain’s earliest and most 
publicized industrial actions. The strike was sparked 
by journalist Annie Besant, who published an exposé 
in The Link, detailing the appalling conditions faced 
by female workers. She reported that women earned 
between 4 and 13 shillings a week, with an average 
of 11 shillings and 2 pence—often reduced further by 
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illegal fines and deductions. Workers ate their meals in the same rooms where phosphorus 
fumes lingered. “They eat disease as seasoning for their bread,” Besant wrote. When symptoms 
of phossy jaw appeared, foremen sent the women home without pay.

Bryant and May’s management tried to suppress the article by pressuring workers to sign 
a statement denying its claims. When a group refused, their leader was fired, triggering a 
walkout. Around 1,400 women and girls joined the strike, forming the Matchgirls’ Union and 
seeking Besant’s support. The movement gained traction, drawing support from figures like 
George Bernard Shaw and William Stead, editor of the Pall Mall Gazette. Some newspapers, 
such as The Times, condemned the strike’s supporters as dangerous agitators.

After three weeks, the company conceded. The dismissed worker was reinstated, the fines 
system abolished, and a formal complaint process introduced. Workers were also allowed to 
eat in separate rooms, away from the toxic fumes.  Yet despite the strike’s success, Bryant and 
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200. Bryant & May factory; 201. Bryant & May matches advertisement in The Economist, 1873

202. Sketches at Bryant & May’s Match Manufacture, 
Illustrated London News, August 4, 1888; 203. Boy selling 
matches in London, barefoot
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204. Member’ of the Matchmaker’s Union (top); 205. A 
demonstration of match-makers, 1871 (bottom)

206. Annie Beasant, 1885 (top); 207. The Match Girl’s Strike 
Committee with Annie Besant (1888) (bottom)
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May continued using white phosphorus until 1901. It wasn’t until 1910 that Britain officially 
banned the substance in match production.

The tragedy is that safer alternatives existed all along. Since the 1850s, Bryant and May had been 
importing Swedish “safety matches,” which used red phosphorus—a far less toxic compound. 
These matches required a special striking surface and were more expensive to produce. Bryant 
and May began manufacturing them in 1855, but they never gained the same popularity due to 
their higher cost.

In 1891, the Salvation Army opened a factory to produce safety matches under better working 
conditions. However, in an effort to keep prices low, they still relied on child labor for boxing 
the matches. Even then, their product cost three times more than traditional Lucifer matches. 
Eventually, the factory couldn’t compete and was taken over by Bryant and May in 1901.

Table: Timeline of Bryant & May

Year Event/ Product Details

1843 Company founded William Bryant and Francis May establish Bryant & 
May as a dry goods trading firm in London.

1850 Partnership with 
Lundström

Begin importing Swedish safety matches from Johan 
Edvard Lundström. First order: ~720,000 matches.

1855 Domestic production 
begins

Bryant & May start manufacturing matches in 
Britain. Sales rise to 10.8 million boxes.

1861 Bow factory established A model factory is built on Fairfield Road, East 
London, specializing in safety matches.

1880 Begin producing Lucifer 
matches

Due to market demand, Bryant & May add white 
phosphorus-based Lucifers to their product line.

1884 Public listing Company becomes publicly traded; begins exporting 
matches globally.

1888 Matchgirls’ Strike Workers protest poor conditions and phossy 
jaw risks; leads to reforms in pay and workplace 
practices.

1890 “Pearl” safety matches Launch of branded safety matches using red 
phosphorus.

1891 Salvation Army factory 
opens

Competes with Bryant & May by producing safety 
matches; later acquired by Bryant & May in 1901.

1901 Acquisition of Diamond 
Match Co.

Bryant & May acquire rival to avoid trade war; gain 
rights to Swan Vesta brand.

1910 White phosphorus 
banned

Britain officially prohibits white phosphorus in 
match production; Bryant & May shift fully to safety 
matches.

1927 Merger with Swedish 
Match

Bryant & May merge with British subsidiary of 
Swedish Match to form British Match Corporation.

1934 Peak production British Match produces 45 billion matches annually.

1979 Bow factory closes Operations move to Liverpool; Bow site later 
redeveloped into housing.

Present Brand owned by Swedish 
Match

Bryant & May continues as a legacy brand under 
Swedish Match, producing eco-friendly matches.

The End of White Phosphorus Matches

Recognizing the need for a coordinated international response, thirteen countries convened in 
Berne, Switzerland, in 1906. The resulting treaty—at the Berne Convention—was a landmark 
in labour and health legislation. It prohibited the manufacture, import, and sale of matches 
containing white phosphorus and encouraged the adoption of safer alternatives. The treaty 
entered into force in 1912 and marked one of the earliest examples of global cooperation to 
address occupational health hazards.
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The legacy of the treaty at the Berne Convention 
is profound. It not only helped eliminate a 
deadly industrial practice but also laid the 
groundwork for future international labour 
standards. The convention demonstrated that 
worker protection and ethical manufacturing 
could transcend borders, setting a precedent 
for organizations like the International 
Labour Organization (ILO), which would 
emerge in the aftermath of World War I.
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210. ‘The Little Match Girl’ - the Thames Embankment with a matchgirl sleeping – 1890  (top); 211. List of five match workers 
who had died from phosphorus poisoning at Bryant & May, from 1892 to 1896 (bottom)
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213. Match Girls at Bryant & Mays Factory sorting and packing matches

214. & 215. Bryant & may production line.  From an official report on phosphorus match factories, 1899.
216-  222. Bryant & may production line.  From an official report on phosphorus match factories, 1899.

132 133



223-  226. Bryant & May matches- 1,2,3,4

227. Advertisement for Salvation Army matches
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228. News report on patent release by Diamond Match Co., 1911

In retrospect, the story of white phosphorus in the match industry is a cautionary tale about 
the costs of unchecked industrialization. It reminds us that technological progress must be 
tempered by a commitment to human dignity and safety—and that sometimes, the spark of 
reform requires more than just striking a match.

229. A representational image of the Berne Convention of 1886
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231. The Berne Convention and the end of white phosphorus matches
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The Växjö Match Factory Fire of 1922

In May 1922, the quiet Swedish town of Växjö was shaken by a devastating fire that tore through 
its match factory. At first, the blaze appeared to be a tragic but ordinary industrial accident. 
However, what followed turned the incident into a landmark case in chemical safety history.

232. Växjö Match Factory, 1873; 233. Växjö Tändstickskor match label

The day after the fire, boxes of red phosphorus—moved far from the flames for safekeeping—
spontaneously ignited. This unexpected combustion alarmed investigators and led to a startling 
discovery: the red phosphorus had been contaminated with white phosphorus, a far more 
volatile and dangerous substance. While red phosphorus is relatively stable and had replaced 
white phosphorus in match production to reduce health risks and fire hazards, the presence of 
even trace amounts of white phosphorus rendered it dangerously unstable.

The contamination was likely a result of poor purification during post–World War I chemical 
shortages, when supply chains were strained and quality control was compromised. This 
incident exposed the hidden vulnerabilities in industrial sourcing and the assumption that red 
phosphorus was entirely safe.

In response, Swedish authorities issued urgent warnings to match factories across the country. 
They recommended that red phosphorus be stored in hermetically sealed metal containers 
and kept isolated from other flammable materials. Investigations revealed that a shipment 

of 500 kilograms of red phosphorus had been unlawfully contaminated, prompting stricter 
regulations and oversight.

The Växjö fire marked a turning point in industrial chemical safety. It demonstrated that even 
“safe” materials could become lethal if mishandled or improperly refined. The incident reshaped 
how chemicals were sourced, stored, and regulated in the match industry and beyond.

234. Fire at the Växjö Match Company, 1922; 235. Splint hall, Växjö Match Company, 1922
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6 Locational Shifts 
in the Global 
Match Industry 
(1800- 1950)

Chemical Innovation and Early European Hubs (1800–1855)

The match industry between 1800 and 1950 offers a compelling lens into the interplay of 
chemistry, colonialism, labour, and branding. What began as a scattered artisanal craft evolved 
into a sprawling global enterprise, with production centres rising and falling in response 
to technological innovation, health reform, and imperial trade routes. This essay traces the 
locational shifts in match manufacturing across Europe, Asia, Africa, and the Americas, 
highlighting how each region’s industrial identity was shaped by its engagement with fire—
both literal and symbolic.

The earliest friction matches emerged in the 1820s, with British chemist John Walker’s 
“Congreves” and Samuel Jones’s “Lucifers” marking the first commercial attempts. These 
matches relied on potassium chlorate and antimony sulphide, igniting through friction but 
lacking stability. The real breakthrough came in 1830, when French chemist Charles Sauria 
introduced white phosphorus into the ignition mix, creating the first reliable strike-anywhere 
match.

236. French match industry
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237. & 238. French matchbox label

Austria and Germany quickly adopted Sauria’s formula, becoming early leaders in match 
production. Viennese factories mechanized the process, exporting white phosphorus Lucifers 
across Central and Eastern Europe. Austria’s dominance was technical and imperial—its 
factories supplied matches to the Balkans and Ottoman Empire, while Germany’s Saxony 
region refined production with precision engineering.

239- 241. Austrian matchbox labels
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243- 245. Austrian matchbox labels

Yet this early success carried a hidden cost. White phosphorus was highly toxic, and by 1839, 
Austrian doctors had documented the first cases of “phossy jaw,” a debilitating disease affecting 
match workers. The health crisis would later catalyse regulatory reform and shift production 
toward safer alternatives.

Industrial Expansion and Colonial Reach (1855–1890)

The invention of the safety match by Swedish chemist Johan Edvard Lundström in 1855 marked 
a turning point. By relocating the phosphorus to a separate striking surface and using red 
phosphorus instead of white, Lundström created a match that was both safer and more stable. 
Sweden, with its abundant timber and skilled labour, quickly became the global leader in safety 
match production.

Swedish firms like Jönköping Tändstickskor and Vulcan exported matches across Europe, Asia, 
and Africa, often customizing labels for local markets. Their lithographed designs—lions, 
crowns, elephants—became visual ambassadors of Swedish industrial identity.

Meanwhile, Britain’s Bryant & May acquired the rights to Lundström’s patent and began 
domestic production in London. Britain’s match industry thrived on colonial logistics. Matches 
were exported to India, Africa, and the Caribbean, often branded with imperial motifs. Yet 
labour unrest simmered beneath the surface. The 1888 Matchgirls Strike exposed exploitative 
conditions and led to the banning of white phosphorus in Britain by 1908—a move that 
accelerated the shift to safety matches.

246. Sweden dominating the safety match industry – 1867

Asian Emergence and Export Rivalries (1875–1930)

Japan entered the match industry in 1875, when Makoto Shimizu produced the first domestic 
matches in Tokyo. Inspired by a visit to Sweden’s Jönköping factory, Shimizu introduced safety 
matches and founded firms like Seisuisha and Kouekisha. By the 1910s, Japan had become 
a major exporter to China, India, and Southeast Asia, rivalling Sweden in volume and label 
artistry.

Japanese match labels were highly adaptive, featuring crouching lions, dragons, and regional 
motifs tailored to each market. In India, Japanese matches were often labelled in English 
and Tamil, with price markings and slogans such as “Non-Poisonous Wax Safety Matches.” 
This localization strategy helped Japan penetrate colonial markets dominated by British and 
Swedish firms.
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248. Japanese matchbox labels, The English Illustrated Magazine, 1896

247. Sweden faces Japanese competition, 1897
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249. Japanese competition, 1898
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India itself began producing matches in the 1910s, with Japanese immigrants establishing 
factories in Calcutta. By the 1920s, the southern town of Sivakasi emerged as a global hub, 
combining cottage labour with semi-mechanized production. Indian matches were exported 
across Africa and the Middle East, often featuring deities, animals, and rural scenes. The 
matchbox even became a canvas for the freedom struggle, regional identity and economic 
aspiration, apart from the mundane.

Other Centres and State Monopolies (1885–1950)

South Africa’s match industry began in 1885 with the opening of a factory in Port Elizabeth. The 
Lion Match Company, founded in 1905, became the dominant producer, integrating forestry 
operations to supply matchsticks. Its iconic lion logo and bold packaging made it a household 
name across southern Africa and Mozambique.

In Turkey, match production was initially fragmented, with imports from Austria and France. 
By the 1920s, the Turkish government nationalized the industry under TEKEL, creating a state 
monopoly that controlled branding and distribution. Labels featured crescent moons, state 
emblems, and uniform typography—reflecting bureaucratic centralization.

China’s match industry took off in the 1920s, especially in Shanghai, where dozens of 
factories—many Japanese-owned—produced matches for domestic and export markets. 
Chinese labels often featured revolutionary imagery, folk art, and patriotic slogans. After 1949, 
match production was nationalized, and branding became a tool of ideological messaging.

Decline and Consolidation (1930–1950)

By the 1930s, global match production was consolidating. Swedish Match AB formed a 
transnational monopoly, acquiring stakes in British, Dutch, and American firms. The rise of 
disposable lighters and electric ignition began to erode match demand, especially in urban 
markets.

In Britain, the last match factory closed in 1994. In the U.S., matchbooks became advertising 
tools rather than essential commodities. In Japan, match production shifted toward artisanal 
and aroma-infused products. India remained a global leader, but automation and labour 
reform began reshaping its cottage industry.

The match industry’s locational shifts—from Vienna to Jönköping, Tokyo to Sivakasi, Port 
Elizabeth to Shanghai—mirror broader patterns of industrial rise and ethical reckoning. Each 
region’s engagement with fire reflects not just chemistry, but culture, labour, and the politics 
of visibility.

Table: Comparative Table: Match Industry Dominance by Era (1800–1950)

Period Dominant 
Countries

Match Type Key Drivers of 
Dominance

1829- 1830s England Early friction matches 
(Lucifers)

Samuel Jones commercializes 
Holden’s formula; first branded 
matches

1800- 1830 France Early friction matches Charles Sauria’s white 
phosphorus formula (1831)

1830- 1855 Austria, Germany Lucifer matches (white 
phosphorus)

Early mechanization, imperial 
trade routes

1855- 1870 Sweden, Britain Safety matches emerge Lundström’s red phosphorus 
safety match (1855); Bryant & 
May’s rise

1870- 1890 Britain, Sweden, USA Mixed production Mass production, branding, 
export networks

1890- 1910 Sweden, Japan, 
Britain

Safety matches 
dominate

Swedish Match’s global 
expansion; Japan’s export 
boom to India & China

1910- 1930 Japan, India, Sweden Safety matches Japan and India dominate 
Asian and African markets

1930- 1950 India, South Africa, 
Turkey

Safety matches, state 
monopolies

Cottage industry, forestry 
integration, nationalized 
branding
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Across the 19th and early 20th centuries, regional match industries emerged—each shaped 
by local resources, trade routes, and cultural aesthetics. Their trajectories reveal how matches 
became vessels of national aspiration, visual storytelling, and economic flux.

256- 258. Dutch matchbox labels

259. Indian matchbox label

260- 262. Indian matchbox labels

263. Matchbox label - Rhodesia
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264. & 265. South Africa, The Lion Match Co. Factory

266. The Lion Match Co., South Africa – 2

267. Brazil matchbox label
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268. Brazil; European match companies dominate, 1886 269- 271. Türkiye TEKEL Kibriti matchbox labels

160 161



272. Finland match industry, 1883

273. & 274. Finish matchbox labels
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278- 280. US matchbox labels

275- 277. Burmese matchbox labels
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281. The Portland Star Match Factory, 19th century.  A fire destroyed the original factory near Back Cove in 1869.

282. Diamond Match Company, factory at Akron

283. & 284. Early Diamond matchbox labels
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Netherlands
Dutch match production flourished in cities like Tilburg and Amsterdam, with firms such as De 
Zwaluw (The Swallow) exporting to colonial markets. Dutch matchboxes often featured maritime 
and exotic motifs, reflecting the Netherlands’ global reach. Yet by the mid-20th century, Dutch 
firms faced consolidation pressures and were gradually eclipsed by Swedish and Asian producers.

Brazil
Brazil’s match industry surged in the early 20th century, leveraging abundant timber and a 
growing urban consumer base. Brands like Fiat Lux (“Let there be light”) blended Catholic 
iconography with modernist design, creating a uniquely Brazilian visual language. However, 
economic volatility and reliance on imported machinery led to fragmentation, and by the 1970s, 
many firms had folded or been absorbed.

Finland
Finland’s match industry was modest in scale but rich in advertising innovation. Finnish firms 
embraced graphic design and promotional campaigns. The boxes weren’t just functional—they 
were miniature billboards, often tied to national holidays or consumer promotions. Despite early 
adoption of Swedish safety standards and exports to Russia and the Baltics, Finland’s industry 
declined post-WWII due to rising competition and limited mechanization.

Burma (Myanmar)
Under British colonial rule, Burma developed a small but symbolically potent match industry. 
Burmese matchboxes featured Buddhist imagery and local fauna, serving both domestic and 
regional markets. After independence, state control and lack of modernization led to stagnation, 
and by the 1980s, Burmese production was largely replaced by imports.
The story of matches is not confined to these countries. Almost every country in the world has a 
story to tell of their own match industry.

USA
Early American match production was fragmented, with dozens of small manufacturers 
operating across the country. By the 1860s, the industry was booming, with over 75 match 
plants operating nationwide. However, competition and technological advancements began to 
consolidate the market. Mechanization favoured larger companies, and many smaller firms 
struggled to survive.

Amid this consolidation, one company rose to dominate the American match industry: the 

Diamond Match Company. Founded in 1853 by Edward Tatnall in Wilmington, Delaware, the 
business gained momentum when it was acquired by O.C. Barber in 1880 and rebranded as 
Diamond Match in 1881. Under Barber’s leadership, Diamond Match rapidly expanded, absorbing 
competitors and establishing factories across the country—from Ohio to New York to California.

Diamond Match became synonymous with matches in the United States. Its influence extended 
beyond manufacturing; Barber used the company’s success to develop the city of Barberton, 
Ohio, and even launched the Diamond Rubber Company. By the early 20th century, Diamond had 
ventured into international markets and diversified into related industries, including lumber, 
paper products, and plastics.  Today, Diamond Match remains a recognizable name, now owned 
by Royal Oak Enterprises, and continues to produce matches and related products.

Overseas Distribution of Matches

By the late 19th and early 20th centuries, matches had become a quintessential export commodity, 
distributed across Asia, Africa, and Latin America by a constellation of manufacturers. Swedish 
firms—most notably Jönköpings Tändsticksfabrik, Vulcan, and later Svenska Tändsticks AB 
(STAB)—dominated colonial markets with safety matches branded for local appeal, often 
featuring elephants, tigers, or ships on their labels. Japanese producers entered the fray in 
the 1920s, offering competitively priced matches with vibrant packaging, challenging Swedish 
hegemony in India and Southeast Asia. British and French manufacturers also maintained 
footholds, but it was the visual language of the matchbox—medal imprints, multilingual 
slogans, and symbolic imagery—that enabled these tiny boxes to traverse linguistic and cultural 
boundaries. Distribution networks relied on shipping agents, colonial intermediaries, and local 
wholesalers, embedding matches not just in commerce but in everyday life, ritual, and visual 
memory.

Matchboxes as a Medium for Product Advertisements

In the age before mass media saturation, matchboxes served as miniature billboards—portable, 
affordable, and visually arresting. Manufacturers used them not only to brand their own 
products but also to advertise everything from soap and sewing needles to bicycles and political 
campaigns. Their compact format and daily utility made them ideal for reaching a wide audience, 
especially in colonial and rural markets where literacy was limited but visual recognition was 
powerful. Labels featured bold typography, vivid illustrations, and multilingual slogans, often 
tailored to local tastes.
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7 The Rise and 
Decline of the 
Swedish Match 
Syndicate

From Forests to Formulas

The story of the Swedish Match Syndicate 5 begins not in boardrooms, but in the quiet forests 
of Småland. In the mid-19th century, Sweden possessed two critical resources for match 
production: abundant aspen wood and a growing class of chemically literate entrepreneurs. 
The invention of the safety match by Johan Edvard Lundström in 1855 marked a turning point—
not just for Sweden, but for global ignition and fire-making.

Unlike the toxic white phosphorus matches that dominated Europe, Lundström’s design 
separated the reactive components: potassium chlorate in the match head, and red phosphorus 
on the striking surface. This innovation drastically reduced accidental ignition and worker 
illness, especially the dreaded “phossy jaw.” Sweden’s safety match was not only safer—it was 
marketable, and it quickly became a symbol of industrial ethics and national pride.

Early manufacturers like Jönköping Match Factory and Vulcan in Tidaholm began exporting 
matches across Europe and Asia. Their boxes bore ornate lithographed labels—lions, crowns, 
elephants—designed to appeal to foreign markets. These labels weren’t just decorative; they 
were strategic visual identities, tailored to colonial tastes and regional symbolism.

Birth of the Syndicate

By the early 20th century, Sweden’s match industry was thriving—but fragmented. Dozens of 
small firms competed domestically and abroad, often undercutting each other’s prices. Enter 
Ivar Kreuger, a charismatic financier and engineer who saw in matches the perfect vehicle for 
industrial consolidation.

In 1917, Kreuger orchestrated the merger of Sweden’s largest match producers into a single 
entity: Svenska Tändsticks Aktiebolaget (STAB), known internationally as Swedish Match AB. 
His vision was bold: to create a global monopoly on match production, controlling not just 
manufacturing, but distribution, branding, and even national and international supply chains.
Kreuger’s strategy combined financial leverage with political diplomacy. He offered loans to 

5 Or Swedish Match Trust or Swedish Match Cartel
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struggling governments—Germany, France, Poland, and others—in exchange for exclusive 
match concessions. These agreements gave Swedish Match the sole right to produce and sell 
matches in entire countries, effectively turning fire into a state-sanctioned commodity.

By the late 1920s, Swedish Match controlled over 60% of global match production, with factories 
in Europe, Asia, Africa, and the Americas. Its labels adapted to local markets: Allumettes 
Suédoises in France, Schwedenhölzer in Germany, Crouching Lion in Japan, and Elephant 
Brand in India. The matchbox became a portable ambassador of Swedish industrial identity, 
blending safety, quality, and visual appeal.

285. & 286. Svenska Tändsticks Aktiebolaget

287. Svenska Tändsticks Aktiebolaget; 288. Allumettes Suédoises, France

289. Allumettes Suédoises, France; 290. Schwedenhölzer, Germany

291. Crouching Lion, Japan; 292. Elephant matches, India
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293. International Match Trust - Representative International Cartels, Combines and Trusts, 1929
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294. Anglo-Swedish match syndicate, 1889

295. Swedish matches in USA
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296. Tariffs on Swedish matches, Tariff Hearings Before the Committee, United States
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297. Swedish match factories combine, 1913
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The Matchbox as Cultural Artifact

Swedish Match understood that matches weren’t just tools—they were objects of daily ritual, 
seen and handled multiple times a day. The company invested heavily in graphic design, 
commissioning artists to create labels that resonated with local consumers.

In Africa, labels featured lions, camels, and tribal motifs. In Asia, dragons, deities, and 
calligraphy adorned the boxes. In Europe, medals and crests signalled quality and heritage. 
These designs weren’t arbitrary—they were carefully curated semiotic systems, embedding 
Swedish products into the visual lexicon of foreign cultures.

The company also standardized its packaging: rectangular boxes, striking surfaces on the side, 
and consistent wood quality. This uniformity reinforced brand trust, while the label diversity 
allowed for regional customization. Swedish Match became a master of glocalization—global 
production with local branding.

Monopoly Meets Mortality

The meteoric rise of Swedish Match was inseparable from the personality of Ivar Kreuger. 
Dubbed the “Match King,” he was admired for his financial acumen and feared for his 
monopolistic ambition. But his empire was built on complex debt structures, and when the 
global economy faltered in the early 1930s, cracks began to show.

In 1932, Kreuger died under mysterious circumstances—officially ruled a suicide, though 
speculation persists. His death triggered a financial collapse, revealing that many of his loans 
were unsecured or fictitious. Governments revoked match concessions, and Swedish Match 
lost its grip on several key markets.

The company survived, but the dream of a global monopoly died with Kreuger. Swedish Match 
was restructured, and its operations became more decentralized. The post-Kreuger era saw 
a shift from imperial ambition to regional resilience, with the company focusing on quality, 
branding, and niche markets.

301. Ivar Krueger, c. 1920; 302. Market value of Ivar Krueger’s securities

303. Ivar Krueger’s match empire networks, 1932
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304. & 305. Ivar Krueger suicide, 1932
The murder of Kreuger: Several people who 
investigated Kreuger’s death claim that he was 
actually murdered. There is a lot that is fishy about 
his death. He was found in his bedroom in Paris 
shot in the chest and with a gun in his left hand. 
The gun was found in Kreuger’s left hand, but he 
was actually right-handed. That he would also not 
be able to shoot himself in the chest with one hand 
and then after his death hold the gun is quite clear. 
His brother Torsten spoke to him the day before and 
describes the conversation as follows: “Ivar Kreuger 
was calm and optimistic when I spoke to him on 
the phone the day before his death.” In retrospect, 
economic analyses of his company show that he 
had much more capital to draw on if he had needed 
to. The company’s finances were solid despite the 
attacks. Kreuger had a scheduled meeting with the 
Governor of Sweden’s Riksbank just a few hours 
after his death. Why would he book an important 
meeting if he was going to kill himself anyway?

Much has been written about the circumstances of his 
death. In short, you can say that there were definitely 
motives for murder. Technical evidence speaks for 
murder and really nothing speaks for suicide.

The Postwar Landscape

After World War II, the match industry faced new challenges. The rise of disposable lighters, 
electric stoves, and automated ignition systems reduced demand for matches. In urban areas, 
matches became increasingly redundant, while in rural zones, cheaper imports from India and 
China flooded the market.

Swedish Match responded by diversifying. It entered the lighter business, acquired tobacco 
companies, and invested in industrial chemicals. Match production continued, but it was no 
longer the company’s core identity.

By the 1970s, many of its overseas factories had closed or been sold. In India, Sivakasi’s cottage 
industry outpaced Swedish imports. In Japan, domestic firms like Kouekisha and Seisuisha 
dominated. In Africa, state monopolies and local producers took over.

Yet Swedish Match retained its symbolic power. Its labels—especially the Three Stars, 
Solstickan, and Crown—became collector’s items, preserved in museums and phillumenic 
archives. The matchbox, once a tool of empire, became a cultural artifact, evoking nostalgia, 
design history, and industrial memory.

Fire as Identity

The rise and fall of the Swedish Match Syndicate is more than a business story—it’s a meditation 
on how mundane objects carry extraordinary meaning. Matches bridged chemistry and 
culture, labour and branding, safety and symbolism.

Swedish Match succeeded not just because it made good matches, but because it understood 
the semiotics of fire. It turned a daily necessity into a visual language, embedding Swedish 
identity into the hands of millions across continents.

Its decline was inevitable—technological shifts, ethical reckonings, and global competition 
made monopoly unsustainable. But its legacy endures in the labels, boxes, and stories that 
remain. In every vintage matchbox lies a flicker of industrial ambition, a spark of design 
ingenuity, and a quiet testament to the power of fire.
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306- 308. Some Swedish Match brands across the world today
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8 The Rise and 
Decline of the 
Indian Match 
Industry

Imported Fire and Early Imitation

In the early 20th century, India’s match industry was not yet its own. Matches were imported 
from Sweden, Germany, and Japan, often arriving in boxes adorned with lions, elephants, and 
imperial crests. Swedish firms like Jönköping Tändstickskor, and later the Swedish Match AB 
dominated the market, exporting safety matches labelled Allumettes Suédoises or Elephant Brand, 
tailored to colonial tastes and regional symbolism.

These imports were more than commodities—they were visual ambassadors of foreign 
industrial identity, and their labels often featured Tamil, Bengali, or Hindi script, despite being 
manufactured thousands of miles away. The matchbox became a site of cultural translation, 
where European safety standards met Indian consumer ritual.

Yet beneath this visual diplomacy lay a growing desire for Swadeshi production. The nationalist 
movement, especially after 1905, called for the rejection of foreign goods. Matches, being 
both ubiquitous and symbolic, became a target. By the 1910s, small-scale production began 
in Calcutta, reportedly influenced by Japanese immigrants who introduced semi-mechanized 
techniques. These early factories were rudimentary, but they sparked a revolution.

Match Manufacturing in India

Founded in 1875 in Ahmedabad, the Gujarat Islam Match Manufacturing Company is 
recognized as India’s earliest known match factory. It emerged during a period when the 
country was heavily reliant on imported matches—primarily from Sweden, Japan, and other 
European nations.

Despite its pioneering status, the factory struggled to achieve commercial viability. The 
broader Indian match industry did not gain momentum until the 1920s, due to challenges like 
insufficient capital, lack of skilled labor, and limited infrastructure.

A notable episode occurred during World War I, when the factory petitioned the British 
colonial government for permission to resume the use of white phosphorus—a highly toxic but 
effective ignition agent—in its match production. The request was denied, reflecting growing 
global concerns over phosphorus-related health hazards.
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Although Gujarat Islam Match Factory did not evolve into a major industrial force, its early 
efforts laid the groundwork for later developments. It remains a symbol of pre-independence 
industrial ambition, and its legacy is occasionally referenced in discussions of India’s 
phillumenic heritage.

The other early developments in Indian match manufacturing are given in the table below.

Table: Early Match Factories in India and Burma (1923–1930s)

Factory Name Location Founded Ownership/ Notes

Esavi India Match 
Manufacturing 
Co.

Calcutta 1923 Indian-owned; part of post-
WWI indigenous industrial 
push

Adamjee Dawood 
& Company

Rangoon 
(Pazundaung)

1923- 1924 Founded by Sir Adamjee Haji 
Dawood; employed ~1,400 
workers; German/Japanese 
machinery

Mahalaksmi 
Match Factory

Lahore 1925- 1926 Equipped with modern 
machinery

Bareilly Match 
Works

Bareilly 1925- 1926 Technically advanced; part of 
domestic expansion

Swedish Match 
Company

Ambernath, Calcutta, 
Parel, Burma, 
Mandalay

1924- 1926 Swedish-owned; later absorbed 
into WIMCO

Assam Match 
Company (AMCO)

Dhubri 1925/ 1926 Operated independently; 
later absorbed into WIMCO; 
employed ~500 workers

Sivakasi Match 
Industry

Sivakasi, Tamil Nadu 1930s onward Indigenous, decentralized; 
became India’s largest match-
producing region post-1950s

309. Gujarat Islam Match Manufacturing Company matchbox label; 310. Sir Adamjee Haji Dawood, 1880-1948

311- 313. Adamjee Haji Dawood & Co. matchbox labels
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Sivakasi and the Rise of Cottage Industry

The true ignition of India’s match industry came from the 
south. In 1923, two enterprising brothers—A. Shanmuga 
Nadar and Ayya Nadar—visited Calcutta and observed 
Japanese-style match production. Inspired, they returned 
to Sivakasi, a small town in Tamil Nadu, and established 
the first match factory using imported machinery and 
local labour.

Sivakasi’s rise was meteoric. By the 1940s, it had become 
the epicentre of Indian match-making, combining 
cottage labour, family-run units, and semi-mechanized 
production. The region’s dry climate, access to timber, 
and entrepreneurial networks made it ideal for match 
manufacturing.

Matchboxes from Sivakasi were visually rich—featuring 
gods, animals, bicycles, pressure cookers, and political 
slogans. These labels weren’t just decorative; they were 
narratives of aspiration, reflecting both rural life and 
modernity.

314. &  315. Adamjee Haji Dawood & Co. matchbox labels

316. P. Ayya Nadar & Janaki Ammal 

From Monopoly to Margins

Sweden’s role in the Indian match industry evolved from dominance to partnership. In the 
early 20th century, Swedish Match AB exported heavily to India, often through colonial 
intermediaries. Their labels—Elephant Brand, Three Stars, Crouching Lion—became 
household names.

But as Indian production grew, Swedish firms adapted. They began licensing their brands to 
Indian manufacturers, allowing local firms to produce matches under Swedish trademarks. 
This hybrid model preserved brand prestige while supporting domestic labour.

However, Sweden’s influence waned after Ivar Kreuger’s death in 1932 and the collapse of his 
financial empire. The global match monopoly unravelled, and Indian producers—especially 
in Sivakasi—filled the vacuum. By the 1950s, India had become largely self-sufficient, with 
Swedish imports relegated to niche markets.

Mid-Century Boom

Post-independence, the Indian government recognized the match industry’s potential for 
employment generation and rural development. Policies incentivized small-scale units, and 
match-making became a state-supported cottage industry. Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh, and 

317. Sivakasi match factories
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Kerala saw thousands of family-run factories emerge, often employing women and children.
By the 1970s, India was one of the largest match producers in the world, exporting to Africa, 
Southeast Asia, and the Middle East. Brands like Anil, Baby, We Two, and Horse Brand became 
export staples, often customized for regional markets.

Yet this boom carried contradictions. The industry was labour-intensive, with low wages and 
minimal safety standards. Child labour was widespread, and environmental concerns grew 
over deforestation and chemical exposure. The matchbox, once a symbol of Swadeshi pride, 
became a site of ethical reckoning.

318- 320. India’s freedom movement theme on matchbox labels

321- 323. Some local popular matchbox brands

The Lighter Era

The late 20th century brought new challenges. The rise of disposable lighters, gas stoves, and 
electric ignition systems eroded match demand—especially in urban areas. Imports from 
China and Indonesia flooded the market, offering cheaper alternatives with slick packaging.

Indian match producers struggled to compete. Raw material costs rose—red phosphorus, 
potassium chlorate, and timber became volatile commodities. Labor unrest and regulatory 
pressures added to the burden. Many small factories closed, and others shifted to semi-
automation to survive.
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Sivakasi, once the heart of the industry, saw a gradual decline. While some firms diversified 
into fireworks and printing, match production became a secondary activity. The matchbox, 
once a daily ritual, faded from urban life.

The Matchbox as Archive

Despite its decline, the Indian matchbox remains a cultural artifact. Collectors, designers, and 
historians have begun to preserve its legacy—not as a commodity, but as a visual archive of 
industrial India.

Labels from the 1950s to 1980s capture a unique blend of folk art, commercial branding, and 
political messaging. They feature everything from Shiva and Gandhi to tractors and telephones, 
reflecting the aspirations of a newly independent nation.

Survival and Reinvention

Today, the Indian match industry survives in geographical pockets. Tamil Nadu still hosts 
active factories, though many have shifted to eco-friendly practices, using plantation wood 
and synthetic alternatives. Some firms produce long-burning matches, waterproof variants, 
or aroma-infused boxes for niche markets.

Export continues, especially to Nigeria, Kenya, and Sri Lanka, where matches remain essential. 
But the domestic market is shrinking, and competition from lighters and imports remains 
fierce.

Efforts to modernize include:
•	 Semi-automation to reduce labour dependency
•	 Skill development programs for workers
•	 Branding campaigns that highlight heritage and quality
•	 Diversification into related products like incense sticks and fire starters

Yet the industry’s future is uncertain. Without sustained investment, ethical reform, and 
market adaptation, the matchbox may remain more museum piece than marketplace item.

Fire, Labor, and Identity

The Indian match industry is more than a tale of production—it’s a story of labour, identity, 
and visual culture. From Swedish imports to Swadeshi pride, from cottage factories to export 
empires, matches have lit more than stoves—they’ve illuminated the contours of a changing 
nation.

Its decline is not just economic—it’s symbolic. As fire becomes automated, the rituals of 
striking a match fade. But in every vintage label, in every worn box, there remains a spark of 
memory—a testament to the hands that made them, the stories they carried, and the quiet 
dignity of industrial craft.

Year Brand/ 
Company

Region Notes & Significance

1923 National Match 
Works

Calcutta (West 
Bengal)

Among India’s earliest domestic 
producers; inspired by Japanese semi-
mechanized models.

1930s Elephant Brand 
(Swedish Match 
India)

Imported via 
Madras & 
Calcutta

Swedish export label tailored for 
Indian market; later licensed to Indian 
producers.

1940s Anil Match Works Sivakasi (Tamil 
Nadu)

One of the first major cottage units; 
famous for squirrel motif and rural 
branding.

1950s Baby Brand Sivakasi Popular domestic label; known for playful 
imagery and mass-market appeal.

1960s We Two Sivakasi Introduced gendered branding; often 
featured couple imagery and domestic 
motifs.

1970s Horse Brand Andhra Pradesh Strong rural distribution; known for bold 
animal iconography and export variants.
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1980s WIMCO Ship / Sun 
/ Crane

Pan-India 
(WIMCO 
factories)

Mechanized production; clean design; 
legacy of Swedish industrial aesthetics.

1990s Aim / IKNO / 
Homelite

ITC-acquired 
brands

Repackaged WIMCO labels under 
ITC; distributed nationally via FMCG 
channels.

2000s Matchwell / KTC / 
KTC Gold

Sivakasi & Kerala Regional brands with export focus; often 
featured religious and patriotic motifs.

2010s Eco Match / Aroma 
Match

Tamil Nadu Niche innovations—long-burning, 
scented, waterproof matches for urban 
and export markets.

2020s Revived Legacy 
Labels

Outsourced via 
ITC

Brands like Ship and Aim still sold, but 
produced by small-scale units in Tamil 
Nadu.

Table: Matchbox Prices in India (1920s–2020s)

Decade Estimated Retail 
Price

Context & Notes

192os ₹0.01 – ₹0.02 (1–2 paise) Mostly imported from Sweden/Japan; matchboxes were a 
luxury for rural households.

1930s ₹0.02 – ₹0.03 Domestic production begins; Calcutta and Sivakasi 
emerge; Swadeshi movement grows.

1940s ₹0.03 – ₹0.05 WWII disruptions; rise in local manufacturing; inflation 
due to wartime economy.

1950s ₹0.05 Confirmed price point; matchboxes become widely 
accessible across India.

1960s ₹0.05 – ₹0.10 Stable pricing; expansion of cottage industry; branding 
flourishes.

1970s ₹0.10 – ₹0.20 Gradual inflation; matchboxes remain essential in rural 
and urban households.

1980s ₹0.20 – ₹0.25 Industrial diversification; WIMCO and Sivakasi 
dominate; price stability persists.

1990s ₹0.25 – ₹0.50 First major hike in 1995, doubling price from 25 paise to 
50 paise.

2000s ₹0.50 – ₹1.00 Second hike in 2007, price doubles again due to rising 
raw material costs.

2010s ₹1.00 Price remains stable for 14 years; matchboxes still 
dominant in rural India.

2020s ₹2.00 Price doubled in 2021 due to pandemic, inflation, and 
supply chain issues.
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9 Wimco – 
Sweden’s 
Industrial Spark 
in India

Imported Fire and Industrial Ambition

The story of WIMCO—the Western India Match Company—begins in 1923, at a time when 
India’s match industry was still in its infancy. Matches were largely imported from Sweden, 
Germany, and Japan, with boxes bearing lions, elephants, and imperial crests. Swedish Match 
AB, led by the ambitious financier Ivar Kreuger, dominated global production and saw India as 
a promising market for expansion.

WIMCO was established as a joint venture between Swedish Match and Indian industrialists, 
notably the Jatia Group, who would later become key stakeholders. Headquartered in Mumbai, 
WIMCO was envisioned not as a cottage enterprise, but as a fully mechanized factory, modelled 
on European industrial standards. It was the first of its kind in India—a bold transplant of 
Scandinavian precision into colonial infrastructure.

Building a National Network

Unlike the handmade matches of Sivakasi, WIMCO’s production relied on automated 
machinery, chemical control, and standardized packaging. Its early labels—Ship, Crane, Sun, 
Three Stars—were either direct imports or licensed reproductions of Swedish designs. These 
boxes carried not just fire, but the visual and technological imprint of Sweden’s industrial ethos.
Over the next four decades, WIMCO expanded its footprint across India.

Table: WIMCO plants across India

Location State Established Key Features

Ambernath Maharashtra 1940s Chlorate plant, mechanized 
production, R&D hub

Bareilly Uttar Pradesh 1950s Cardboard matchbox 
production, large-scale 
mechanization

Chennai (Madras) Tamil Nadu 1960s Southern distribution hub, 
semi-mechanized units
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Calcutta West Bengal 1950s Eastern market access, export-
oriented production

Dhubri Assam 1960s Northeast outreach, small-
scale mechanized unit

These factories were vertically integrated, with chlorate plants, glue factories, and even 
paper mills. WIMCO also pioneered cardboard matchboxes, reducing reliance on wood and 
introducing more sustainable packaging. At its peak, WIMCO contributed nearly 18% of India’s 
match production, setting the benchmark for quality and consistency.

324- 328. WIMCO matchbox labels

329. & 330. WIMCO matchbox labels

From Swedish Minimalism to Indian Mass Appeal

WIMCO’s matchboxes were iconic. They featured clean typography, bold symbols, and often 
bilingual labelling. Unlike the folk-art style of Sivakasi labels, WIMCO’s designs leaned toward 
modernist minimalism, reflecting its European lineage. Yet the company also adapted to 
Indian tastes, launching brands like Ship, Sun, and Crane, which became household names.

These boxes were distributed across India and exported to Africa, Southeast Asia, and the 
Middle East, often competing directly with Japanese and Chinese imports. WIMCO’s branding 
strategy emphasized clarity, safety, and industrial trust, positioning its products as superior 
alternatives to cottage-made matches.

Diversification and Strategic Shifts

In the 1970s and 1980s, WIMCO diversified into salt production, packaging machinery, and 
fruit processing. It even set up a bromine recovery plant and partnered with Swedish firms to 
recover industrial gases from chlorate production. These ventures reflected a broader ambition 
to become a multi-sector industrial player, not just a match manufacturer.
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However, the 1990s brought new challenges. The rise of disposable lighters, gas stoves, and 
electric ignition systems eroded match demand—especially in urban areas. Imports from 
China and Indonesia flooded the market, offering cheaper alternatives with slick packaging. 
WIMCO struggled to compete with low-cost cottage producers and foreign brands.

331. WIMCO Factory; 332. WIMCO Matches Dhubri site

Ownership Transitions: From Swedish Match AB to ITC

In October 2000, Swedish Match AB reacquired a 21.89% stake in WIMCO from the Jatia Group, 
but by 2005, it decided to exit India entirely. The global match monopoly was unravelling, and 
WIMCO’s mechanized model was no longer sustainable.

Enter ITC Limited, one of India’s largest FMCG conglomerates. Through its subsidiary Russell 
Credit, ITC acquired a 74% stake in WIMCO in 2005, and later consolidated its ownership to 
96.82% by 2011, making WIMCO a direct subsidiary.

This move allowed ITC to:
•	 Expand its footprint in the safety match segment
•	 Consolidate brands like Ship, Aim, IKNO, and Homelite
•	 Leverage WIMCO’s legacy and distribution networks

However, ITC did not continue WIMCO’s mechanized production. Instead, it outsourced 
match manufacturing to small-scale units in Tamil Nadu, preserving the brand names but 
transforming the production model.

333. Homelites WIMCO; 334. Homelites ITC

From Factory to Archive

Despite ITC’s acquisition, WIMCO’s original factories—located in Ambernath, Bareilly, 
Chennai, Calcutta, and Dhubri—were all shut down, the last one closing in the 2010s. Rising 
production costs, labour unrest, and changing consumer habits made mechanized match-
making unviable.

Today, WIMCO-branded matches are still sold, but they are produced by outsourced cottage 
units, often in Sivakasi. The labels—Ship, Aim, IKNO—remain familiar, but the industrial 
infrastructure behind them has vanished.
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The Match is dead, long live the Match

The match industry once lit the world—literally and symbolically. From the flick of a splint came 
fire for hearths, factories, and rituals. But behind each flame lay a trail of timber, chemicals, 
and labour. Forests were felled for softwood splints, soil and water bore the scars of phosphorus 
compounds, and packaging waste piled up with every exported crate.

In Sweden, Russia, and India, match production shaped landscapes and livelihoods. White 
phosphorus, once essential, poisoned workers and ecosystems until global bans forced safer 
alternatives. Timber extraction, especially in boreal 6 and tropical zones, strained local ecologies. 
Even the humble matchbox—designed for disposability—became a quiet contributor to global 
waste.

Yet matches survive. Not in the gleam of modern kitchens, but in the quiet persistence of 
rural homes, roadside stalls, and devotional spaces 7. In Tamil Nadu, small-scale units still dip 
and box by hand, some embracing solar drying and recycled paper. Others cling to tradition, 
balancing survival with sustainability.

Technology dimmed the match’s dominance, but not its dignity. The industry adapted—not with 
grand reinvention, but with quiet resilience. Today, matches light incense, lamps, and memory. 
Their environmental story is one of extraction and endurance, but also of transformation.

The flame may be smaller, but it still burns.

6 Boreal refers to the North or North regions of the world.

7 In devotional spaces, even the hand drill and bow drill continue to survive.
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Ignition: A Visual History of the Global Match Industry explores the story of fire‑making, charting 
its evolution from primitive techniques to the industrial age of friction matches.  By the mid19th 
century, match production spread rapidly across Europe, the United States, and Japan, turning 
a simple flame into a global commodity. Sweden rose as the leader, pioneering safety matches 
and exporting billions of boxes whose colorful labels became trademarks and miniature artworks. 
Colonial markets such as India and Burma absorbed vast imports before developing their own 
factories, while Sivakasi in Tamil Nadu grew into a matchmaking hub. Illustrated with archival 
photographs of labels, factories, and innovators, this book captures the interplay of technology, 
commerce, and culture in the age of fire and light.


