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MAPLE SPIRIT

in beauty, form, and function. Its stou
trunk and graceful branches produce fine, close-grained wood that is perfect for tools, furniture, and
firewood. Its spreading crown, thickly draped in hand-shaped leaves, offers a vivid palette of changin
colors to the sky and a sheltering security to numerous woodland creatures. And from its very depth
issues a sweet sap that forms the sole ingredient of one of the world’s most appealing natural
delicacies.
Which tree is this, you may be asking? Why, the magnificent maple! The choice sweetness of a
maple is revealed in the intricate relationship of the tree’s living systems. This is a sliver of its
mystery: that an awesomely complex living network of woody beings and basic elements, swirling in
the eternal cycle of growth and stasis, offers up such a tasty and tangible product of its majestic spiri
I invite you to discover more of the remarkable qualities and special gifts of this family of trees.
Follow the footsteps of both bygone and present sugarers — and discover the easy step-by-step
process — as you learn the lore, tap the trees, secure the sap, separate the sugar, and taste the treat.
This is one book with which you can truly enjoy the fruits of your labor. Now that’s a sweet deal!

IN NORTHEASTERN NORTH AMERICA THRIVES A TREE UNRIVALED

1
DRAWN FROM WOOD
HOW MAPLE SUGAR CAME TO BE
AN ABNAKI LEGEND

In the early days of the world, life was much easier for man. Gluskap, the Creator, saw to it that the
lives of his People were very good, with plenty of food to hunt, gather, and grow. Even the maple tree
flowed year-round with sap as sweet and thick as honey.

In those days, Gluskap traveled from village to village to keep an eye on the People. One day he
discovered an abandoned village. The houses were in disrepair, the fields were overgrown, the cookin
fires had gone cold; he could find no one gathering food, no one preparing to hunt, no dogs barking,
and no children playing.
He wondered and wandered about until he heard a strange sound coming from the forest. As he
approached, he could tell that it was the sound of many people moaning. But the moaning he heard
was not from pain — it was from pleasure! He searched until he found the people of the village in a
large stand of beautiful maples, lying at the bases of the trees, and letting the sweet syrup drip into
their open mouths.
The maple syrup had fattened them up so much and made them so lazy that they could do nothing
but lie about in the grove. Gluskap scolded them to get up, return to their village, rekindle their fires,
and tend to their gardens. But the People did not listen. They were content and refused to move.
Highly disturbed by their inactivity, he flew to the lake, filled a bark container with water, returne
to the woods, and poured it over the trees to dilute the syrup. Some say he did this thirty times, as
many as the days between moons. After a while the People complained that the sap was no longer
thick and sweet.
“Now, get up!” Gluskap cried, “and live and work! Because of your laziness, the trees will no
longer flow with sweet syrup, but mere sap. If you want the syrup, you must work for it by boiling the
sap. And what’s more, it will soon vanish. So that you will remember the error of your ways, you wil
be able to make syrup just once a year and only for a short time!”
He showed them that making the syrup would take much work. In order to recreate the sweetness
they so fondly remembered, they would need to make many birch bark containers to collect the sap;
gather wood for fires; tend the fires and heat rocks; and constantly add hot rocks to the sap to boil
away the water over many days.
And so it is to this day, as the People remember the Creator’s lesson and work hard to make the
maple syrup they love so much! — ADAPTED FROM WWW.FIRSTPEOPLE.US

Over thousands of years, legendary tales of the maple and its gifts have been reverently recounted by
Native Americans, who attribute its primal purity to the Creator. Despite not possessing a written
language, nearly all the Eastern Woodland Indian tribes have a similar version of this story in their
oral histories.
For example, a comparable story tells of the Earth Mother, Kokomis, who made maple syrup so
that it poured out of the trees. Her grandson, Manabush, however, worried that men would become
lazy if the sweet gift was so easily obtained, so he climbed to the top of the maple and showered it
with water, diluting the syrup to sap.
The Ottowas ascribe the primeval account to their god, Nanahboozhoo, who cast a spell on the
sugar maple, turning its pure syrup into sap, for fear his people would become apathetic and weak if
Nature’s gifts were gained too freely.
It seems that all the tribes realized that while the sweet spirit of the trees is freely offered, there’s
work involved in order to enjoy it.
Undoubtedly, the native people were skilled observers who made good use of their natural
environment; from its abundantly diverse resources they found all they needed to survive and thrive.
Fashioning tools from stone, they became accomplished woodworkers; adapting animal techniques fo
stalking and camouflage, they became expert hunters.
They discovered herbs and developed uses for flavorings, medicines, and poultices; they cultivated
crops and knew the cycles of the seasons. Perhaps they noted and imitated the red squirrels nibbling
on maple twigs or icicles of frozen sap.

Native people were the first to discover sinzibuckwud, the Algonquin word for maple
syrup, meaning literally “drawn from wood.”
FROM THE IROQUOIS

In another story about the natural bounty of the maple, the Iroquois speak of their ancestor
Chief Woksis, who had once lodged his tomahawk deeply into a living tree trunk and left it ther
overnight. The following day, his wife, Moqua, while absorbed in her quillwork, inadvertently le
her cooking pot of meat boil dry. Saving herself a trip to the river for fresh water, she
substituted the watery tree sap that had run down the handle of the tomahawk and dripped into
a bowl at the base of the wounded tree. Both were amazed at the sweetness of the meat, and the
news of the discovery of the maple’s hidden bounty spread far and wide.

NATIVE HISTORICAL PERIODS
Archeologists and anthropologists refer to the following terms and periods when describing the
cultural histories of the Amerindians (a.k.a. Native Americans or American Indians). Whether sugar
making has been practiced throughout all these time frames is not known with any certainty, but
historical scientists and modern Native Americans agree that it has been for thousands of years.
PALEO-INDIAN

10,000 to 8000 BCE

ARCHAIC

8000 TO 1000 BCE

TRANSITIONAL

1800 TO 800 BCE

EARLY WOODLAND

1000 TO 500 BCE

MIDDLE WOODLAND

500 BCE TO 1000 CE

LATE WOODLAND

1000 TO 1550

HISTORIC INDIAN

1550 TO 1760

COLONIAL

1640 TO 1783

EARLY AMERICAN

1783 TO 1850

An Indian squaw, forgetting her boiling sweet water from the maple tree, found maple sugar in the
bottom of her cooking pot, thus pleasing her mighty hunter upon his return.
So was the first maple product eagerly devoured.
EARLY METHOD OF BOILING SYRUP

“There is in some parts of New England a kind of tree whose juice that weeps out of its
incision, if it is permitted slowly to exhale away the superfluous moisture, doth congeal
into a sweet and saccharin substance and the like was confirmed to me by the agent of th
great and populous colony of Massachusetts.”
ENGLISH CHEMIST ROBERT BOYLE, PHILOSOPHICAL WORKS,

1663

COLLECTING THE SAP

In preparation for the maple sugaring season, the Woodland tribes made sap containers of birch bark
called mokuks, which were sewn together with strips of elm bark and sealed with pine resin. Each
mokuk could hold between six and eight quarts, and each family would construct great numbers of
them in anticipation of harvesting sap from several hundred trees.
During the Maple Moon of early spring, entire villages emptied to set up camp in the sugar bush
(akin to the old legends!) to both work and celebrate the season. Iroquois tradition included filling th
mokuks with intricately designed sugar cakes and performing a maple dance when the hard work was
done.
To collect as much sap as possible, the sugar gatherers would break off limbs and severely slash
trunks up to four inches (10 cm) deep and nine inches (23 cm) wide in a crude V- or Y-shape, then
wedge a reed or concave piece of bark in the notch to direct the flow into the mokuk. In addition to
slashing sugar maple, they scored black maple, red maple, walnut, hickory, box elder, butternut, birch
sycamore, and basswood trees.
After two seasons of such treatment, however, the trees would die, and the harvesters would simpl
move to another portion of their inexhaustible forest. Since the forests were constantly renewing
themselves, nothing was permanently lost and much valuable sugar was gained in the short run.

The earliest known container for collecting sap is the mokuk, made of birch bark and sealed with pin
resin.
STORING THE SUGAR

These early harvesters would drink the runny sap as a sweet tonic or use it in their cooking, but had
little further use for it, as it soon spoiled. They would keep some of the sap in mokuks and transfer th
rest to hollowed-out logs or vats made from moose skins. If it froze, they’d simply toss off the ice an
boil the remaining, now more concentrated, sweet sap.
Because the bark containers could not be placed over a fire, stones were heated in the fire and then
dropped directly into the sap to boil it. A steady stream of incoming hot rocks kept the sap steaming
while cooler stones were removed and cycled back through the fire. In later times, a soapstone bowl o
a kettle of clay or iron suspended over the fire shortened both the labor and time required to thicken
the sap into syrup.

Indians gathering sap

The Indians would continue to boil the syrup until most of the moisture evaporated to make one of
three kinds of dry sugar, which was a much more durable and portable commodity. Pouring syrup on
snow made a taffylike wax sugar, stirring the extra-thick syrup in a mokuk crystallized it into cake
sugar, and beating the dry remnants made a coarse and granulated grain sugar, similar in texture to
today’s brown cane sugar.
These forms of sugar allowed men to take the treat with them for use as food during long winter

hunts or as valuables for bartering. Each member of the tribe could carry a personal supply in a
convenient neck pouch or leather drawstring bag as a prized and vital part of his or her diet. Indeed,
one anthropological study of human remains from the Woodland period estimated that an adult
Lenape Indian may have eaten up to a pound of maple sugar a day!

Boiling sap in a wooden trough

“Can it be that thou art so simple as to ask me such a question, seeing that the Master of Life has
imparted to us an instinct which enables us to substitute stone hatchets and knives for those made
of steel by the whites; wherefore should we not have known as well as they how to manufacture
sugar? He has made us all, that we should enjoy life; he has placed before us all the requisites for
the support of existence, food, water, fire, trees, etc.; wherefore then should he have withheld from
us the art of excavating the trees in order to make troughs of them, of placing sap in these, of
heating the stones and throwing them into the sap so as to cause it to boil, and by this means
reducing it to sugar”.
KICKAPOO CHIEF JOSÉ RENARD, upon being questioned whether Indians had made maple
sugar prior to contact with white men, 1824

ENJOYING THE BOUNTY

Different tribes used maple products in different ways. Both the Potawatomi and Ojibwa drank the sa
straight from the tap. The Iroquois added water and black raspberries or thimbleberries to the sap to
concoct a nonalcoholic drink consumed during longhouse rituals. They also fermented the sap to mak
alcohol and used the sugar to make beer. The sap could also be turned into vinegar, which the
Potawatomi used for cooking venison (before sweetening it with maple sugar).
The Meskwaki used the syrup instead of salt to season meat and other foods. The Apache,
Chiricahua, and Mescalero tribes scraped the inner bark of box elder to dry and save for winter food.
Some tribes boiled the inner bark to extract its hidden sugar. Iroquois women peeled, dried, pounded,
and sifted the bark of sugar maples and red maples to bake it into bread. And in a unique blending, th
Cheyenne mixed box elder sap with shavings from the inner sides of animal hides for a chewy type o

candy.

OTHER TREASURES OF THE TREE

Besides concocting delectable food and drink — sweet to both body and soul — the resourceful tribe
devised a wealth of other uses for the versatile maple.

Making sugar for domestic consumption was not the only prized use of the magnificent maple among
Native Americans. Some of the more enterprising tribes manufactured cakes of maple sugar as a
commercial venture — trade in the commodities market with people living outside the trees’ range
provided a great influx of goods to the local economy.

The Omaha and Winnebago tribe members stripped twigs and bark from the silver maple, which they
roasted with iron-stained clay and tallow to make a black dye used in leather working.

All the Woodland tribes carved the maple’s hard, close-grained wood into bowls, cooking stirrers,
canoe paddles, axe handles, and many other useful implements. The Micmac were known for their
bows and arrows fashioned from sugar maple wood. And of course the trees contributed long-burning
fuel to cooking and warming fires.

The gifts of the living trees also extended to herbal remedies for a great variety of ailments prescribe

by the medicine men. A sampling:

A poultice of outer bark for sore eyes (Micmac, Malecite)
A compound of roots and bark for internal bleeding (Iroquois)
A poultice of boiled root chips applied to wounds and abscesses (Algonquin)
Pith used to remove foreign matter from eyes (Ojibwa)
A compound of striped maple for spitting up blood (Penobscot)
A cough suppressant made from inner bark (Mohican, Potawatomi)
An emetic from inner bark (Meskwaki, Ojibwa)
An expectorant (Potawatomi)
An extract from striped maple for bronchial troubles (Abnaki); to ease shortness of breath in fores
runners (Iroquois)
A medicinal tea of steeped bark applied to swollen limbs (Penobscot)
An infusion of red maple bark for cramps, dysentery (Cherokee); as an eyewash (Ojibwa)
A remedy for “ballgame sickness” — back or limb pains; also sores and hemorrhoids (Seminole)

In many Native legends, each of the thirteen moons of the year offers its own
benevolence. According to the Anishinaabe, the third full moon, the Maple Moon, shine
during the only time of the year the sap flows from the maple trees.

HOW MAPLE SUGAR CAME TO BE
AN ANISHINAABE LEGEND

After Nanahboozhoo had given the Wild Roses their thorns, he wandered about the world playing
pranks on the Little People of Darkness. They determined to have revenge on him by killing his old
grandmother, Nokomis. Nanahboozhoo loved his grandmother dearly, and when he learned that the
Little People wished to hurt her, he took Nokomis upon his strong back and flew away with her to a
forest.

Wonderful was the forest, for it was in the autumn, and the Maple trees were all yellow, green, and
crimson. From a distance it looked like a great fire and when the Little People followed after
Nanahboozhoo, they thought the whole world was in flames and turned back and hid in their holes.
Nanahboozhoo was so pleased with the beautiful Maples that he decided to live among them, and he
made old Nokomis a wigwam of their brightest branches.
One day, some Indians came seeking Nanahboozhoo to ask for help. They found him in his
grandmother’s wigwam, where he received them kindly. “O Nanahboozhoo,” said they, “the Indians o
the Far South have a delicious sweet thing they call sugar, and we have nothing of the kind. We sent
runners with gifts to the South to get sugar, but the people would not trade. Tell us, therefore, O
Nanahboozhoo, how we may make sugar for ourselves.”
At first Nanahboozhoo was puzzled, for he knew how hard it was to make sugar. But old Nokomis
added her pleadings to theirs, for she too had tasted sugar and longed for more. Nanahboozhoo though
a while, and then said, “Since the beautiful Maples were so good to Nokomis, henceforth in the spring
of the year they shall give the Indians sweet sap. And when the sap is boiled down thick and delicious
it will cool and harden into sugar.”
Then Nanahboozhoo gave the Indians a bucket made of birch bark and a stone tapping-gouge with
which to make holes in the tree trunks; and he shaped for them some cedar spouts, to put in the holes
through which the sap might run from the trees into buckets. He told them that they must build great
fireplaces in the woods near the Maple groves, and when the buckets were full of sap, they must pour
it into their kettles and boil it down.
And so it is that every springtime, when the frost is going out of the ground and the arbutus
blossoms under the snow, the sweet sap mounts through the trunks of the Maple trees, and the
Northern Indians gather the sap, and say, “This is the way Nanahboozhoo taught us to make Maple
Sugar!”
— ADAPTED FROM WWW.FIRSTPEOPLE.US

2
YE OLDE CONFECTIONARY CRAFT

When the first colonists arrived on the shores of long-established settlements of the native people,
they initiated an awkward and prolonged period of getting-to-know-you. The Native Americans
cautiously noted the foreigners’ strange customs, odd dress, and pallid complexions. They thought it
quite bewildering that these new arrivals, often insufferably dirty and with furry faces, appeared mor
like animals than men! The modesty-minded boat people were disturbed by the scanty garments of th
New World residents and were quite put off by their liberal applications of fish oil and bear grease on
their exposed flesh in wintertime to insulate themselves from the cold.

“The Sugar-Tree yields a kind of Sap or Juice which by boiling is made into Sugar. This Juice is
drawn out, by wounding the Trunk of the Tree, and placing a Receiver under the Wound. It is said
that the Indians make one Pound of Sugar out of eight Pounds of the Liquor. It is bright and moist
with a full large Grain, the Sweetness of it being like that of good Muscovada.”
GOVERNOR BERKELEY OF VIRGINIA, 1706

LEARNING TO LIVE TOGETHER

Despite the cultural shock to both sides in those early years, each group contributed to the other’s
welfare. Surprisingly incompetent and ill-prepared for farming, hunting, and homesteading in the
wilderness, the new arrivals nonetheless brought and made a dazzling array of valuable and beautiful
goods, from copper kettles and iron axes to colorful glass — unlike anything the native people had
seen before — which they gladly exchanged for seemingly cheap and mundane items, such as skinned
furs.
In turn, the Native Americans taught the newcomers how to grow corn, squash, and beans together
which they planted with a small fish for fertilizer. They introduced a tea made from the fuzzy berries
of the staghorn sumac, rich in vitamin C, which cured the newcomers’ scurvy. And, most important
for our story, they revealed the sweet treasure from the trees — unheard of in Europe — and shared
the process of obtaining it.

At first, the settlers slashed the trees deeply, native-style, but they soon realized that a couple of
boreholes made with an iron auger produced an acceptable flow of sap that could be more easily
managed and captured. This method had the added advantage of not killing the trees after only a year
or two. Instead of using pieces of bark or reeds inserted into the gash to direct the flow away from the
trunk, they fashioned wooden tubes, or spiles, from hollow segments of elderberry, cedar, or sumac
twigs.

“If they are pressed by thirst, they get juice from trees and distil a
sweet and very agreeable liquid, which I have tasted several times.”
MARC LESCARBOT, HISTOIRE DE LA NOUVELLE FRANCE,

1609

STAGHORN SUMAC

The staghorn sumac is a common wayside shrub, distinctive for its thick, fuzzy twigs and uprigh
clusters of fuzzy red berries. Not to be confused with poison sumac — which is an entirely
different plant, with white berries — red staghorn sumac berries are rich in vitamin C and are
relished by mice, ruffed grouse, pheasants, bobwhites, and many songbirds. The branches
reminded the earliest British colonists of the antlered buck in velvet, hence the name.
Native Americans used the berries to make a tart and refreshing tea, and such a tea can still
take the edge off a hot afternoon. In summer, pick a generous handful of fresh berries, drop
them into a pot, and mash them slightly. Cover with boiling water and allow them to steep until
the water is well colored. Strain through two thicknesses of cloth to remove the fine hairs;
sweeten to taste and serve hot or cold.

Sumac spile in use

REFINING THE TECHNIQUE

In the early days, the Native Americans shared their woodland survival skills and maple sugaring
know-how with the ill-prepared and naive early European pioneers. They, in turn, with their large
kettles and iron tools, contributed to refining and simplifying the mutually prized product of the
maple. At first, the settlers simply placed wooden buckets on the ground below the tree taps, but this
still resulted in unnecessary spillage and loss, until someone figured out that the bucket could hang
from a notch cut on the tightly fit spile.
Because sap will spoil if left too long in warm weather, collecting the outflow was a necessary
daily chore. A strong back and a wooden neck yoke permitted transport of two bucketfuls at a time, o
if available, ox- or horse-drawn sledges with wooden tanks made the daily rounds into the sugar bush
The take was then transferred to large wooden cisterns made of ash or poplar for storage until boiling
European colonists introduced the iron cauldron for boiling sap.

It took a good portion of the day to visit each tap on each tree, so most of the boiling work was
performed in the evenings by firelight. A large cast-iron cauldron suspended over a crackling fire,
most often from a tripod lashed together from three long spars, could accommodate 20 to 30 gallons
a time. To control boiling over, the hot sap was treated with small pine boughs, bits of fat, or small
quantities of heavy cream, which also introduced a subtle flavor to the finished product.

Draft horses carrying harvested sap

OF AN ATTEMPT TO MAKE THE MAPLE SUGAR
ABOVE AN HUNDRED YEARS AGO

London, March 10, 1684
Dear Sir,

I have enclosed you some sugar of the first boiling got from the juice of the wounded maple: Mr.
Ashton, Secretary to The Royal Society, presented it to me. Twas sent from Canada, where the natives
prepare it from the said juice; eight pints yielding commonly a pound of sugar. The Indians have
practiced it time out of mind; the French begin to refine it; and to turn it to much advantage. If you
have any of these trees by you, could you not make the trial proceeding as with the sugar cane?
Dr. Robinson

Black Notley, Essex, England, April 1, 1684

Yours of the 10th instant I received, and therein an enclosed specimen of the Canada sugar, a thing to
me strange and before unheard of. It were well worth the experiment you mention. I therefore engage
a friend and neighbour of mine, and ingenious apothecary, whom I employed yesterday to boil the
juice of the greater maple, a tree which grows freely half a mile off from me residence. Having made
an extract, we found a whitish substance, like to brown sugar, and tasting very sweet, immersed in a
substance of the color and consistency of molasses. Upon curing, I have no doubt it will make perfect
sugar. When it is cured, I will give you a farther account of it.
Mr. Ray

—EXCERPTED FROM PHILOSOPHICAL MAGAZINE, VOL. 1, ISSUE 3, 179

“MODERN” ADVANCES

Despite its seasonality, the availability and condition of maple trees, and the intensive labor and time
demanded to produce it, maple sugar was considered a necessity in the colonial diet. Imported white
cane sugar was extremely expensive and hard to come by, so sugar production became a vital part of
the home farm. For more than 200 years, virtually all of the sap collected in North America was
processed into sugar, as no container had yet been devised to adequately store syrup over an extended
period without it spoiling.
In the 1860s, an important technological advance helped push maple syrup production to its alltime peak: the nation’s steel mills began to produce sheet metal, which was soon used in applications
far and wide. A major development for food preservation in general was the invention of the tin can,
which could store and keep food from spoiling for a long time. The new technology was a boon to
sugar makers who could now preserve syrup for year-round consumption.

A POLITICAL ISSUE

As shown by the quotes below, maple sugar became a political issue as the abolitionist movemen
grew. Because the cane sugar industry relied on slave trafficking and labor, using a locally
harvested resource became a way to take a stand against the exploitation of humans.

“Prepare for making maple sugar, which is more pleasant and patriotic than that ground by the
hand of slavery, and boiled down by the heat of misery…. Make your own sugar and send not to the
Indies for it. Feast not on the toil, pain and misery of the wretched.

— FARMER’S ALMANAC, 180
“Stick to the maple and so long as the maple forests stand, suffer not your cup to be sweetened by
the blood of slaves!

— VERMONT ALMANAC, 184

Sheet metal also provided the means to fashion buckets with lids to keep out rain, snow, and debri
as well as flat-bottomed shallow pans that permitted much faster sap evaporation. These wide, flat
evaporating pans improved the efficiency of the “three-pot method” — still the basic process in use i
today’s modern evaporators. The raw sap was placed in a large pot or pan over heat. As the sap
darkened in color and began to sweeten, it was ladled into another pan. As the sap continued to
evaporate, it was ladled once again into a third pot for finishing into syrup.
Such an operation deserved its own dedicated shelter constructed in the wooded valley (all the
better for carrying the heavy sap from the trees); hence, the sugar shack, another innovation whose us
continues today.
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