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Maple sugarers are a common breed in Massachusetts. The
onset of spring marks a rite of passage for this old Northeastern
American agricultural craft. Melting icicles, chirping birds and
bright sunny days that still require a worn woolen hat, accom-
pany running sap.

A maple sugarer in these parts
of the woods can refer to a wide
range of maple producers, from
a sole family backyard operation
that might produce a few gal-
lons for their personal consump-
tion, to a local farm that
produces around 30-50 gallons
mostly for educational purposes,
to a large commercial venture
that aims to produce approxi-
mately 3,000 gallons per season
for profit.

According to the Massachusetts
Maple Producers Association,
Massachusetts is home to an ac-
tive $1.6 million dollar maple
sugar industry; the 8" largest in
the United States, producing
40,000 gallons of syrup per year.
The industry helps to support
our state’s dairy farms, land-
based non-profit organizations
and open space reserves and drives agricultural tourism into our
state. Approximately 60,000 people seek out local maple syrup
each year from local farms where fresh homemade maple syrup
is available for sale. Many of the farms have on-site restaurants
that serve up pancakes and maple syrup from their sugarhouse.

Throughout the state there are over 300 sugarhouses. Local
school and scout trips attend maple-sugaring tours and over
4,000 acres of open space are preserved by our state’s maple sug-
aring operations.

Local Massachusetts chefs and residents are attracted to maple
sugar that bears the logo “Made in Massachusetts.” Local de-
mand keeps folks like Ron Kay in business. Ron runs a commer-
cial maple sugar operation in Maynard, Massachusetts. He
delivers to local chefs, such as the Colonial Inn in Concord, coun-
try stores and word-of-mouth customers. He’s known as a small

producer, producing about 100 gallons per season. He has a
maple grove or “sugarbush” of 400 trees that he taps around early
March. His season is around seven to ten days long.

Overall, the art of maple sugar-
ing involves lots of particulars
and some hard but richly reward-
ing work. “A complete syrup and
sugar maker comprises in himself
a woodcutter, a forester, a
botanist, an ecologist, a meteorol-
ogist, an agronomist, a chemist, a
cook, an economist, and a mer-
chant,” describes Helen and Scott
Nearing in their book, 7he Maple
Sugar Book, Pioneering As a Way of
Living in the Twentieth Century.
Helen and Scott Nearing,
demigods in the maple sugaring
world, lived simply and made
their living from maple sugar and
maple syrup in the 1940s in Ja-
maica, Vermont. They refer to
their desire to sugar as a strong in-
ternal pull. “When the time of
year comes round with sap rising
and snow melting, there is an in-
sistent urge to take one’s part in
the process- to tap the trees, to
gather the sap, to boil out the

sweet syrup of the maple.”

Richard Wolniewicz has been maple sugaring at Massachusetts
Audubon Society’s Ipswich River Wildlife Sanctuary for over
ten years and considers it one of the best parts of the year at the
Sanctuary. “It makes spring come all that faster,” he says. When
I arrived at the Sanctuary’s sugarbush, second and third graders
were busy tapping the trees that he and his team of helpers will
gather sap from during the upcoming maple sugar season. The
Sanctuary taps roughly 70 trees ranging from 40 to 100 years
old. The trees are of the Acer saccharinum variety, or the hard or
rock maple, abundant in New England and Canada. Each tree
is tapped with two spouts on the south facing side, where the
sun warms the tree’s trunk. Overall, they have 150 taps that
produce about 30-50 gallons of syrup per season.

It’s a family’s love for being in the outdoors, as Richard’s son
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Dylan, 12, helps the younger children drill in the metal spouts,
“spiles,” from which the classic silver metal buckets hang. “It
takes about 12 hours to fill a bucket when the sap is flowing,”
Richard tells me. After watching Dylan methodically, yet pretty
effortlessly, drill a few of these taps, as if it was old hat to him,
I curiously asked him how he knew when to stop drilling, in
other words how he sensed he had drilled far enough into the
tree to insert the spile. He showed me his tricked-out drill. The
drill bit is marked with duck tape at approximately three inches.
He explains that when he has drilled in as far as the tape, he
knows to stop drilling. As I watched, Dylan excitedly strikes
gold on his last drill of the morning, maple gold. Those around
him stick our pinky fingers into the spout to taste the somewhat
sugary watet-like matter. It was proof that the season for maple
sugaring was on its way.

Massachusetts season tends to begin around late February. It
can last for any number of days, it’s hard to predict. “If’s what
makes the craft of sugaring so special and frustrating at the same
time,” comments Richard. For sap to run in the late winter,
early spring, you need warmer 40-degree days followed by freez-
ing nights, with temperatures below 32 degrees.

During the cold
winter nights, the
maple trees pull or
absorb the
groundwater
through  their
roots. As the
maple tree begins
to freeze, sap is
sucked up into
the tree as fuel. If
the freezing pe-
riod of winter is a
long and slow
one, the tree will
suck up a great
deal of sap. If the
winter season is
short-lived, the
trees have less
time in dormancy
and as a result a
shorter sap-run. The longer it stays below freezing at night, the
longer the sap will run during the warm day to follow. As the
tree warms up throughout the day, the tree’s internal pressure
builds, creating the force for the sap to flow out of its core to
the branches, buds and maple sugar tap holes during the warm
days. If the weather gets too cold or too warm on either end, the
sap will stop flowing. A few of these swinging temperature days
and nights in a row and you've got maple syrup flowing through
your trees. A sap-run is the sweet good-by of winter. It is the

fruit of the equal marriage of the sun and frost, wrote John Bur-
roughs in 1886.

It also helps to have a good amount of ground moisture. “This
is important,” explains Valerie Paul of the Blackstone Valley
Sugaring Association. If there is insufficient snow cover from
year to year, such as we've experienced in New England over
the past few light winters, sap production will be affected. If
the winter was dry, the sap yield in the spring is low. Last year’s
maple syrup crop was down 15 percent from the average crop
for the Massachusetts region.

For the most part, maple syrup production has been a family
affair. The agricultural craft dates back to the very early 1600s.
Maple sugar and syrup was used for food and trade by the Na-
tive Americans. The Native Americans passed their knowledge
and skills of maple sugaring onto the early European settlers in
New England. Schools in Vermont used to allow the children
a three-week “sugaring vacation” in order to provide labor and
help to the family in times of sap gathering and boiling.

Valerie and Bill Paul had maple sugared in their own families
as youngsters. As parents, in an effort to pass their knowledge
and love for maple sugaring onto their daughter, they tapped
trees in their backyard. While volunteering at Blackstone River
& Canal Heritage State Park in Uxbridge, Massachusetts in
2002 the topic of maple sugaring came up and Valerie and Bill
offered to run a one-day clinic on how to maple sugar “since we
had all the equipment.” What started as a one-day clinic with
their own equipment has become a full scale maple syrup pro-
duction operation, now in its sixth season with 100 taps and a
brand new 2007 sugarhouse and evaporator funded in part by
the state’s Department of Conservation and Recreation.

The Blackstone Valley Sugaring Association was officially
formed in 2006. Its mission is to teach people how to produce
maple syrup in their own backyard if they are lucky enough to
have a maple tree nearby. On maple sugaring days in the state
park, volunteers demonstrate how to collect and boil the maple
sap. You even get the chance to taste the maple sugar wares. For
home operations Valerie Paul suggests using an outside wood
stove, a propane tank, or a turkey roaster with a propane ring
and a deep pan that will work perfectly as your evaporator. (The
Massachusetts Maple Producers Association also provides di-
rections for maple sugaring at home on their website at:
hetp://www.massmaple.org/myo.html ).

As detailed by Linda Simpkins and Jed Beach during my visit
to the Natick Community Organic Farm (NCOF), to produce
maple syrup, you need some type of evaporator system to boil
off the excess water contained in the sap. Only 1-12 percent of
sap is sugar, the rest is water. Each maple tree tap yields about
10 gallons of sap over the season, which makes about one quart
of syrup. The sap is boiled for many hours, and as the steam
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