Maple
Sugaring

By Andy Baker, Farmpark Administrator

Maple trees, family Aceraceae, are one of the few trees whose sap is easily
processed to produce sugar. And the sugar maple Acer saccharum, which exists
only in North America, has the sweetest sap with a sugar content averaging
2.2%.

Although no written documentation exists for the origins of maple sugaring,
native linguistic references and mythologies suggest a long association between
sugaring and a number of Native North American tribes. Several tribes refer to
the first full moon in March as the Maple or Sugar Moon and have stories that
relate the origins of maple sugaring. The Iroquois attribute the discovery to a
particular squaw who used the sap for boiling food and found that the liquid
became sweeter as it boiled.

Initially, making maple sugar had nothing to do with the maple flavor. The
goal of the Native Americans and colonists was to obtain sugar, a rarity before
1800, because cane sugar, produced in very warm climates, had to be transported
a great distance.

The first methods of sugaring were quite primitive. Initially, tapping followed
the native method of gashing trees. Gradually the process evolved into cutting
holes with an axe, chisel or auger (twist drill). By 1800, the more destructive
methods of tapping were refined as farmers found that 1/2 inch holes still
produced an adequate sap flow.
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Early 1800s sugaring

by 1908 fully 98% went to syrup.
Additionally, sugar operations were getting
larger as fewer farmers produced more syrup
and production increasingly concentrated in
six counties of the Western Reserve
(Ashtabula, Geauga, Lorain, Medina, Portage,
Summit and Trumbull).

Over the 20th century additional
improvements have been made to continually
improve the quality of the product and
efficiency of the process. Today, buckets have
been replaced with plastic tubing and vacuum
pumps. Reverse osmosis machines, improved
sap pans, automatic draw-offs, and filter
presses are all designed to maximize the
efficiency and quality of the process. Efforts
have even been made to breed more
productive maple trees. Increasing the sugar
content even a half a percent on average
would save boiling five gallons of water for
each gallon of syrup produced.

Today the productivity of a maple sugar
producer is many times greater than that of
the first settlers. Despite that, maple products
seem expensive, because the prices of other
types of sugars have continued to decline.

Ironically, maple syrup today is no more expensive than an equivalent amount of
maple sugar in 1800. However, even though maple products seem so expensive we
are willing to pay a lot extra for that unique maple flavor.
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