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Foreword



Here in Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley, we’re not in a maple syrup region. Outside the Valley toward West Virginia, yes, but not here in the Valley. Yet when we arrived here in 1961, our yard had several sugar maples. Few trees exhibit such ornamental beauty during fall foliage brilliance.


Two were already more than twelve inches in diameter when we moved in and another two were saplings adjoining the garden plot. My older brother as a teenager decided to tap the two larger trees one year. I still remember being transfixed by the whole process. He made maple sugar rather than syrup that first year, and that quickly became my sweetener of choice. It still is today. He didn’t continue the process every year because football, gymnastics, and regular school activities got in the way. We didn’t tap those trees again for about twenty years.


By the time Teresa and I married and moved into the attic of the old farmhouse, the two bigger trees were magnificent eighteen-inch specimens and the two smaller ones along the garden had become healthy twelve-inchers. Our son, Daniel, became interested in sugaring as a pre-teen. After reading a book on the topic, he tapped all four trees and made a gallon and a half of syrup. We enjoyed it immensely. The next year he tapped our trees and a neighbor’s trees. By the age of fourteen, he was tapping twenty or thirty in the community, and we had a metal fabricator put together a simple stainless steel evaporator pan for him.


Our family’s devotion to entrepreneurism expressed itself in his liquid gold: Why not turn it into maple donuts and sell them at the local farmer’s market? These donuts sensationalized the local market, garnering front page newspaper articles and all the exposure a fourteen-year-old could want. Enlisting the help of his younger sister in the kitchen, our two children cranked out dozens of maple donuts and padded their savings accounts substantially.


Today our apprentice manager Eric taps about a hundred trees within three miles of our farm and makes anywhere from twenty to thirty gallons of syrup a year, adding an entrepreneurial dimension to his farm leadership duties. What a delight, every spring, to see the entire community sprout with five-gallon buckets and taps along the roads, the lanes, and field edges. It’s become one of our most enjoyable community-endearing  emotional equity bridges in the neighborhood: An area that is not on anyone’s radar as a sugaring area.
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Perhaps nothing is as viscerally seasonal as sap rising in trees. It’s a rite of passage from winter to spring. However the act of sugarmaking can be enjoyed anywhere in the world, even in the tropics. Skeptics will find that and many more encouraging points in Sweet Maple by Michelle Visser. Too often we think sugaring is only a regional thing, limited to cold climates—but you can tap sycamore, birch, and even walnut trees. The boundless opportunity expressed in this handy do-it-yourself manual brings homestead sugaring into possibility for all of us. That is both empowering and liberating.
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Unlike most homesteading and farming ventures, sugaring offers fast turnaround from work to reward, an ideal model for incentivizing children to join the enterprise. This book dares to question the refined white sugar industry. If thousands and thousands of people would tap their nearby trees, the collective sweetness would yield nutritional advantages as well as a fundamental shift in dependence on the sugar industry.
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Speaking of nutrition, you’ll find Michelle’s research compelling. From quebecol, an anti-inflammatory and anti-carcinogen, to polyphenols that encourage brain health and deter diabetes, sweetness from tree sap is a completely different food critter than regular sugar and even honey. Tree sap is even indicated as an antidote to superbugs. While maple is and probably always will be the queen of the tree sap sweeteners, the same properties with taste permutations can be enjoyed by a host of different tree species.


Here at Polyface Farm Eric now collects more than a thousand gallons of sap a year and uses a genuine boiling pan with drain spigot and a nice sugar shack adjoining the garage. As Michelle eloquently notes, few things are as family-oriented as sugaring. From scouting for trees (“Look, Daddy, there’s one!”) to the magic of 219°F, few homestead enterprises yield such great memories. Certainly none yields such a great reward. Who doesn’t love maple syrup? For a child, the whole process smacks of alchemy, of magic, of wonder and awe, and that’s a good thing to add to any homestead family function.


If for no other reason than to root our youngsters in the mystery and practicality of participatory environmentalism, we should join the sugaring movement. We desperately need that in a day when our young people seldom have chores and stewardship responsibilities.


Sweet Maple is as much about how we can live as it is about converting sap into usable sweetener. Every member of Michelle’s family is involved in these pages, making the book a compelling one for anyone’s self-reliance book shelf. Tuning into the rhythms of our own nests is profoundly gratifying, and this book is a catalyst for enjoying the stewardship music.


—Joel Salatin, farmer and author


March 11, 2019
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If you know anything about me, you probably know I’m a failure at many things. Indeed, I’ve failed very successfully at making backyard maple syrup as well as baking with maple syrup. It’s the lessons I’ve learned in the midst of failing that make up the heart of these pages. Even so, this book would never have come to fruition had it not been for the help and encouragement of many others.


My daughters encouraged me to start writing about our homestead when they saw how content I was in our new home—a home which was actually “older than dirt,” my momma would’ve said (yes, she did like her hyperboles).


So that first summer on our slowly forming, never-planned-for homestead, I started writing about my new life and joy, even in the midst of my ineptitude and continual learning curve. My daughters’ encouragement birthed my blog SoulyRested.com.


Then winter arrived, with all 114 accumulated inches of beautiful snow and 2-foot-long glistening icicles. My husband Bill gave me a taste for maple when he tried tapping a few trees, including the stately sugar maple that was most likely planted 20 feet from our front door when George Washington or John Adams was president. Much more importantly, though, I need to acknowledge that Bill planted himself by my less-than-perfect side 25 years ago and has never considered uprooting, even though things weren’t always “sweet.”




[image: The beautiful sugar maple in our front yard may have been planted when our house was built, around 1800.]
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In the end, all my acknowledgments come back to God who has given me even more than a supportive family, a rustic farmhouse on rolling acres, and a taste for an amazing all-natural sweetener that he directs to flow through my maple trees. He has given me a taste for simple joy. Nothing I do, from milking the cow, to gathering eggs, to writing this book, is worth doing without acknowledging him and tasting the simple joys he places in my days. In the end, our meager efforts to bottle homemade maple syrup are a testimony to the long hours of collection, late nights of boiling, and sweet depths of God’s grace.







Introduction: Define the Simple Joys
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Ever thought about trying to make your own maple syrup? Maybe you’re just curious about the whole process. Maybe you know you’re diving into it next winter, sink or swim, and you’d rather swim. Maybe you’d like a glimpse into our family’s efforts to live life a little more simply by raising a few farm animals and making our own all-natural sugar. Or maybe you’re longing to slow down just a bit and add a simple joy to your family’s busy schedule. Something to help you stop whizzing through today, focused on the unimportant. In your hands you’re holding a book about my family’s failures (lots) and successes (a few) during our first few winters’ attempts to turn tree sap into liquid-gold sweetness. I’m glad you’re along for the ride.
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Let’s just get this out in the open. While I’m a colossal fan of maple—heck, if one can be a cheerleader for golden liquid sugar, then that’s me—I’m not an expert sugarmaker. I sometimes burn my sap or lazily ignore the fact that I should calibrate my thermometer. I’ve even bottled at the wrong “Brix,” which is a sugarmaker’s measurement not to be ignored. The truth is, if I somehow make you think I’m an expert sugarmaker, you will quickly know I’m not. Heck, I mess up majorly at things I am kind of good at, so I have no room to project any expert image where I feel inadequate.



[image: The perfect place for four sisters to spend a sunny summer evening.]
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Take baseball, for example. I’m a huge fan, but I’m not an expert on the rules of the game. I could talk about the 2004 World Series with a deep, double-dimple smile, but I probably couldn’t name more than half of this year’s roster of my favorite team and I can’t, for the life of me, understand the rules for an infield fly. I gave up trying. Still there aren’t many things I’d rather do more than sit in the oldest seats in baseball with my daughters, hear the vendors calling out that dogs and cotton candy are near, and thrill at the deep crack that sends a ball soaring into an empty spot in the outfield—because I love the feel of baseball. The stories. The history. The sounds. I am an admirer and enthusiast of the game, but I’m not a baseball expert—not even by means of a far-reaching exaggeration.


In the same way I can enjoy America’s favorite pastime without understanding the nuances of a drop third strike, I can certainly make some amazing maple syrup without being a professional sugarmaker. After all, when you boil it down to the basics (see what I did there?), maple syrup is a pretty simple idea and one we all learned in middle school. When you boil liquid—like tree sap—water evaporates and leaves behind a more concentrated liquid, like syrup.


As soon as you drill a little hole in a maple tree and wind up with a jar of liquid sugar, you’ll realize there is so much more that you want to know. Sweet Maple is the result of what my family has learned so far about this glorious golden sweetener after a few New England winters spent tapping a few maple trees, boiling sap, and burning way too much to admit to. Even though my name is on the cover, our entire family is part of this sweet learning process. Even our daughter Logan, who was away studying mechanical engineering when my husband Bill tapped his first trees, got in on the action by completing a project about efficiency in the sugarbush. Kayla and Hayley, the two daughters currently living at home, have carried way more buckets of sap than I have, mainly because they are faster to get out in the cold than I am. I’ll tell you about our other daughter Jordyn on page 39.



Carving out defining moments


While my goal in Sweet Maple is to help you find a tree to tap no matter where you live, show you how to turn sap into sugar, and convince you to give maple a starring role in your recipes, there’s more in these pages for sure. In our “tips on tap,” Bill and I answer the most common questions we get asked about sugaring and maple syrup. There are some nudges to get you to slow down and spend family time gathering sap and making syrup. I mean, sure, sugar making has provided delicious pancake breakfasts and helped our family consume less refined sugar, but if you asked me what it is about making maple syrup that has transformed my life? That’s easy. Sugar making helps me define the important things.
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You see, if I didn’t have to venture out into our sugarbush on cold, gray days, I’d miss the joys that accompany an otherwise harsh winter. I’d miss the quiet stillness of snow-laden woods deep in restfulness, making me perfectly aware of every breath—in and out, in and out. I’d miss sightings of rabbits in their thick winter coats, scurrying under low branches of giant pines, and crimson flashes of a cardinal hopping among snow-heavy beech limbs. I know if I didn’t have to leave the comforts of a cozy couch by a warm fire I wouldn’t. Sugaring assures me that I’ll not only catch glimpses of winter beauty and listen to my own thoughts, rising and lowering with my breath, but also enjoy the glory of the wood fire even more when I return to it.


The fact that I get to venture out into the sugarbush with my daughters and work with them to create something wonderful, well, that may be the sweetest reward. Maple scents the room; jars, lids, funnels, and filters are lined up; and amber bottles are filled in one fluid family effort. Come to think of it, maybe that’s why my husband loves to give away our maple syrup to friends. He takes pride in the sweetness of not only the contents of the jar he’s handing them, but also the moment he spent with his family to produce it on one cold, gray winter’s night.




[image: The kitchen is often a blur of activity and maple-scented steam when syrup reaches the perfect bottling temperature.]
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Hard work and simple joys



I’ve often wondered if we need the solitude and labor of an undertaking like sugaring now more than ever. Previous generations had so many things that required them to work hard—really hard—for simple joys. A brief look around my living room gives testament to this fact. My grandmother’s wooden butter mold sits on my hearth. She would fill it with hand-churned butter for her children to spread on her homemade bread. Bill’s grandmother’s braided wool rug still cushions our feet more than eighty years after she cut each strip of wool by hand. I think about the quiet, reflective time all that churning and braiding required and realize I’m missing out.
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Today our fast-paced society often denies us opportunities for solitude and sweat. Products and conveniences help us avoid both, but I think we miss out on so much by whizzing through each new day focused on the unimportant. For our family, backyard sugaring was part of a move away from suburbia to experience rural life. Sugaring offered us a delicious reason to slow down, be quiet together in the woods (or laugh together around the boiling sap), and work hard trudging through deep snow and carting buckets for the simple joy of it.
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In addition to harvesting our own sugar from the woods, we grow as many of our own vegetables and fruit as possible, of which Kayla, my high school senior, is a master at preserving. I help, but she ultimately manages our canning afternoons. We raise a little of our own meat and eggs, with Hayley, my youngest (yet tallest) daughter, often organizing butchering days. We have lots of butter, yogurt, and ice cream when our cow Scout is in milk, although there never seems to be enough ice cream when Jordyn, my only one in college this year, is home. Of course there isn’t enough of anything, honestly, when college friends visit for the weekend.



[image: After working together to carry full, heavy sap buckets uphill, friends enjoy time spent together around the dinner table even more.]
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All of these things ebb and flow on a homestead. I often think how odd it is that while real food is indeed seasonal, our society, for the sake of convenience, insists on having all flavors available at all times. We insist on excess, and no sweat. We insist on continual accessibility, and no inconvenience. We insist on ease and no hard work—but hard work makes a taste more desirable. It’s the out-of-season time that makes ripe-off-the-vine taste more appealing. It’s the eleven months of unavailability that makes just-picked food so delicious. It’s the efforts—like those of my teens who are involved in preserving and processing our food—that make us appreciate our food and genuinely think about our choices. Sadly, we’re out of sync with the seasonal nature of food, and we no longer even remember that effort should be required. The result? We’ve forgotten that food—real food—is wonderful.


As for maple? In my opinion, it’s the best all-natural sweetener known to man. So I’ve included recipes oozing with naturally sweet deliciousness throughout this book. I hope you’ll put them to work in your own kitchen.


As for homesteading? I’ve decided it’s a rather personal thing, and we all define it a little differently. To me, homesteading is living a bit more simply, working a lot harder, and trying to do things just a little more like my parents did. Both my mom and dad were raised on rural farms in or near the West Virginia panhandle in the 1940s. Crazily enough, they were both one of 10 kids, and until I was in middle school I assumed everyone’s parents were one of 10 farm kids.


I grew up hearing little stories about their simple lives that were huge, life-changing, and poignant for me. But their tales meant even more to me once I started living this homesteading life myself, just a few years ago. Through raising animals for meat, gathering daily eggs, and canning our harvest, I connected to Mom and Dad and my past in ways I never had before. I’m thankful I could enjoy that connection before they both passed away. It’s a connection that I will cherish as the years widen.


I hope that as you read this book and learn about the fascinating intricacies of backyard maple syrup, you’ll find a few of your own trees to tap or sweet maple-infused recipes to try. Life is too short not to notice some simple, defining moments every day, and some of them should be delicious. I’ve written Sweet Maple in hopes of bringing the joys of maple into homes across America, to assure people that it’s okay that simple joys require hard work, and to bring the warm sweetness of an all-natural, super-food syrup into kitchens everywhere.



[image: Poignant stories my parents told of their simple, agrarian childhoods meant even more to me once I started living this homesteading life myself.]
Poignant stories my parents told of their simple, agrarian childhoods meant even more to me once I started living this homesteading life myself.












1
Got Syrup?


BACKYARD SUGARING IS A LOGICAL FIRST STEP TO WARD MORE SUSTAINABLE LIVING
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While most folks can’t own a family cow, almost everyone can tap a tree and have jars of their own amber syrup on their kitchen counter. The story of syrup starts in a tree during the warm months when we’re busy sunbathing, eating fresh fruit, and vegetable gardening. In the summer trees are busy making natural sugar for themselves, thanks to that amazing process known as photosynthesis. When fall arrives, while we’re preserving the harvest and stocking the barn with hay to feed the animals during the long winter months, a tree starts storing away sugar. All winter that wonderful sweetness is stored in the tree’s inner bark as starch, just waiting until the tree is ready to work at new growth at the end of a long winter and needs some sugar again.

With the spring thaw, just as our hay reserves are depleted in the barn, wonderful enzymes in the tree do a magical thing by changing the starch back into sugar, which mixes with water that the tree has absorbed through its roots. The tree sends that wonderful sugar water up through its bark, and sugarmakers get busy. All a sugarmaker has to do is tap into some of that sap and boil it down to make syrup.

You might wonder how we did at our very first attempt at sugarmaking. We failed. We had awful sediment in the syrup. We boiled it too long. We boiled it too hot. We let it boil over. Again. And again. We didn’t filter it. Then we filtered it, but incorrectly. Then we got the right kind of filter, but we didn’t filter enough. Yes, we spent a lot of time and a fortune for eight dark, bitter, crystalized jars of syrup.

We bought books, scoured websites, watched videos, and tried and tried again. The next winter, we were armed with all we had learned by our own mistakes. We were




THOUGHTS OF COWS FROM CAMPUS


Logan, my oldest, was a mechanical engineering major at a rigorous college. Fortunately, she always had the simple joys of the farm to come home to.

Logan particularly adores farm babies, from bunnies to barn kitties to ducklings. She loved rehoming baby chicks one spring, from the incubator to under a broody hen, who became their momma. “But my biggest excitement was when I was the earliest riser and, checking on our pregnant Holstein, I discovered newborn Selah. I loved waking up the family with that news.”
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At first her friends thought it was odd that she’d ask about chickens or cows when she called home. But then they’d visit our homestead with her, and they’d start asking her about our chicken and cows when they saw her back on campus. The farm was a nice get-away for them.

Logan’s favorite thing to do with maple?

“Honestly, my favorite thing to do with maple syrup is make it,” she says. “I love going out in the woods and collecting sap and enjoy the satisfaction of lining up a dozen jars full of syrup.”
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much more successful, and the idea for this book took root. Now that we’ve reached the end of our third season of syrup making, and I’ve journaled, blogged, and written about the process, I know we still have more to learn. We have many ways we’d love to expand our own process, but for our little backyard production, we’ve reached the “we get it” stage. Well, at least until we burn another pan.
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Is it worth all the hassle? We think so. Because in today’s society, we’ve forgotten that real food is seasonal. Since food that’s in season is always the best—for taste, texture, and nutritional value—we need to reconnect with this concept, and what sweeter way to do that than to tap a tree and boil some sugar?

It’s not surprising that folks are longing to relearn the almost forgotten skills of older generations. Those talents, which now need instruction manuals, range from canning to beekeeping to—you guessed it—backyard sugarmaking. Many of my readers and blog followers from across the country all seem to agree that backyard sugaring is the logical next step in their family’s quest for sustainable living, one rung on the ladder that’s leading them to a simpler and healthier lifestyle. As Chrystal Smallwood, a reader in central Pennsylvania, explains of her newfound obsession with making maple syrup, “In my family’s journey to live as sustainably as we can, it’s incredibly satisfying to take this next step!”



[image: My favorite sugarmaker couldn’t contain his sugar-making urges to just six short weeks out of the year, so we brought three bee hives onto the homestead too.]
My favorite sugarmaker couldn’t contain his sugar-making urges to just six short weeks out of the year, so we brought three bee hives onto the homestead too.



As Christine Hutchinson, a reader from New York’s Hudson Valley, points out, maple is a gentler alternative than honey. “I’m scared of bees! But I’ve been working to learn how to sustain myself for years. Sweeteners are one realm I have never tackled, but I’m eager to!” Here’s a bonus for Christine and anyone who prefers maple over honey: Maple syrup offers fewer calories, 48 less, to be exact, in every ¼ cup.

For others, sugarmaking is the very first effort they have made toward anything resembling sustainability, but it seems like the perfect first step for them because, well, they have a tree and a bucket. Everyone to some degree longs for a more basic lifestyle, and parents are enthusiastic to see their children interested in anything that harkens back to the days before social media and electronics. Backyard sugar-making is “a great activity to do as a family,” Caylin Muehlberg in Minnesota points out, because “it teaches dedication to hard work and the literal ‘sweet’ rewards that can result.”


[image: What parent wouldn’t be enthusiastic to see teens interested in something sweet that harkens back to the days before social media and electronics?]
What parent wouldn’t be enthusiastic to see teens interested in something sweet that harkens back to the days before social media and electronics?



From young children to senior citizens, the fascination with all-natural sugar—from tap to table—is widespread. Virginia Laycock, in west central Indiana, didn’t tap her first tree until she was sixty-five. In fact, she doesn’t even tap her own trees. She explains, “I got two turkey



[image: To some degree, everyone longs for a more basic lifestyle.]
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fryers and asked my neighbors up and down the road if I could tap their trees. No one has ever told me ‘no.’ I share the syrup with those who share their tree with me. Making my own syrup is one of the most enjoyable things I have ever done.”

A new generation of sugarmakers is emerging, and it’s a logical response, as everyone is realizing the harsh impact that a fast-paced life, and poor food choices, has made on our society.


How we got started

When fall rested her full weight on the New Hampshire Lakes Region a few Octobers ago, we walked our woods and marked our sugar maples that were crowned in vibrant golden leaves. This was years ago, before “maple” was trending. As I watch maple replace pumpkin as the popular flavor of fall in nearby coffee shops, I realize we were trendy before the nation jumped on the maple bandwagon. Yep, our maple syrup operations manager—aka Bill—was ahead of the curve. He was hooked after making his first jar of syrup, even though it was dark and crystalized.

During the first year of our syrup escapades, we tapped only a handful of maple trees, with short tubing running from the trees directly into buckets at their base. By the second year, our maple syrup operations manager had bigger plans. The fact that we own fourteen wooded acres on a rocky New England hillside, that a nice portion of those trees are sugar maples, and that hillsides slope downward, gave Bill the urge to get a little more professional with our tapping in our second year of sugarmaking.




Walking the property

While we didn’t know yet if we truly would run syrup tubing from tree to tree down the hillside, we had big dreams. So we walked the woods and marked what looked to us like the most promising trees while they still held their leaves, so it would be easy to identify the sugar maples.

We traversed our woods that evening: my high school sweetheart with a can of fluorescent spray paint, me with my camera, and Bixby (our labradoodle) with unbridled excitement. Our orange “x”s were marks of the potential sweet syrup we hoped to slather on French toast, use in baking, and add to our tea and hot chocolate the whole next year.



[image: If you want to sell organic syrup, opt out of using spray paint on your trees. Try bright surveyors tape instead.]
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After we finished marking the maples, we moved on to all the exciting efforts that autumn ushers in on a farm. We canned tomatoes, salsa, and beans; pureed and froze pumpkin; and harvested our apples for pies and cider.

We are blessed to live in a colonial Cape Cod farmhouse that was built around 1800, complete with an old Rumford cooking fireplace with a brick oven on the side, which bakes breads and pizzas that make my heart sing (see the recipe for our favorite bread on page 28).

As winter settled in, the firewood was stacked high and we were enveloped in the white serenity that always accompanies a New England winter. My favorite part of that winter? The sight of our orange “x”s in the woods and thoughts of sugary sweetness to come.





Deciding if your area is good for tapping


Do you live in an area where late winter temperatures stay below freezing all night, many nights in a row, and then rise to the forties during the day? Then you’re in prime maple syrup country. Here’s the shocker: This isn’t an iron-clad requirement for backyard sugarmaking. I grew up in the mid-Atlantic area and I could have definitely tapped some trees, even though I always thought it was something that could only be done in the far north. Truth be told, unusual weather fronts can produce wonderful sap runs, even in areas that are not typically cold enough for sugarmaking.

If you think you might like to try your hand at the whole sweet process and make your own maple syrup, you need to start by learning what trees are tappable, identifying and marking your trees, and then gathering the supplies you’ll need. Read on for more information.
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Identifying maple trees


The best trees for making syrup are sugar, black, red, and silver maples. Once you’ve studied the bark patterns of those maples, as well as their leaf shape and type of samaras (or the “whirly-birds,” as my girls called them when they were little), you’re ready to walk your property and find your maple trees. These illustrations will get you started, and you can take along one of a few helpful apps on your phone like PlantSnap or PictureThis.
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Sugar maple bark, samara, and leaf




[image: Red maple bark, samara, and leaf]
Red maple bark, samara, and leaf
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Silver maple bark, samara, and leaf
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Black maple bark, samara, and leaf



Sugar maples are the holy grail of sap collection. They produce the largest quantity and sweetest quality of sap of any tree. Even so, if you don’t have a productive maple to tap, there are twenty-nine sources of amazing all-natural syrup described in chapter 5. You might even have access to sweet syrup right now and not know it!
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FOR BILL
This, my premier book, is appropriately dedicated to my premier

(and only) sweetheart. You've made my life sweet ever since I first knew you as
that cute, quiet Billy in grade school. This book, along with so many wonderful
blessings in my life, wouldn’t have even been a thought in my head without you.
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