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To

Annabel and Bruce





From the author:

I have done my best to tell this story as close to how I remember the 2022 maple season. I have changed many names and identifying details, and some characters are composites of real people.






“Either you decide to stay in the shallow end of the pool, or you go out in the ocean.”

—Christopher Reeve
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PROLOGUE

Everything was dripping everywhere. The snow was melting fast off the eaves of the sugarhouse—ping, ping, ping—making little wet divots in the drifts underneath. On this, the third day of February, the temperature was 55°F with blunting sunshine. That meant up on Blossom Hill, our maple trees were ready to burst like water balloons filling on a firehose.

This was it, sugaring season, the time of year when winter buckles, red stripes on thermometers dance above the freezing mark, and startled maples send sweetened sap up their trunks. Then we race to drill ’em with holes, suck out the sap by the tankerload, and furiously boil it into syrup.

This bizarre warm-up was coming a full three weeks earlier than we’d ever made syrup before. That’s global warming for you, messing with your rhythms. Three weeks early or not, it was time to hike my ass up the hill, unholster the DeWalt, and start drilling those holes.

The melting snow would make the terrain slick up there, warranting crampons. Mine are the cheap kind—bought off Amazon for eighteen bucks—with an orange rubber skin that stretches over the boot and chains with sharp triangles that run along the soles. They gripped surprisingly well as I scrambled up the steepest section of Blossom Hill.

By steep, I mean it probably would have been easier to crawl up it than walk—about a 40° slope, as sheer as any double black diamond ski run in New England. When I got to the top, I paused and drew a ragged breath, let it out, watched it dissipate in the air, turned to look back down the mountain, and thought, Maybe I should’ve taken up pickle farming.

I approached the first maple on my line. Snow was heaped in the crotches of the branches and, higher up in the air, a big limb had broken off. Sap was weeping from the wound and leaching down the trunk, making it look a little bit like the tree had wet its pants. A nice juicy maple. I slapped the bark like a pat on the back. “Looking forward to working with you this season, ol’ buddy,” I said. If I hadn’t been in a hurry, I’d’ve given it a hug. Reverence. I secured myself to the incline by upturning my boot perpendicular to the hill. My left arm clung to the tree, and my other hand triggered the DeWalt. With the bit rotating at maximum RPMs, I plunged it into the wood. As it gorged, a gust of vapor released. Trees are full of gases which, today, were warmer than the air. With sleight of hand, I swapped my drill for a mallet and knocked a polycarbonate spigot-like thingy called a spout into the hole. On each swing, oozing liquid from the punctured tree spattered back at me. A splash landed on my lips, and I swabbed it with my tongue. Daaaamn, that’s some sweet sap all right.

Then, just like that, I took a tumble. A chunk of snow avalanched from underneath me. When falls happen up here, they happen fast. So astonishingly fast that when you’re lying on your goddamned keister, you’re still thinking about how great you were doing just a nanosecond before. I happen to be genetically blessed with good balance and tend to stay upright with remarkable consistency. But a dude could have the balance instincts of The Flying Wallendas and be no match for a double-crossing hillside with the gradient and integrity of a scoop of ice cream. I crash-landed line-parallel with the ground, my full weight absorbed by my vertebra. I felt a tease of the full-on body ache that was sure to come later that night or tomorrow morning.

But I got up, brushed the snow off my pants, and kept moving. Suck it up, buttercup, I told myself. On to the next one. I traversed to tree number two, drilled another hole, and pounded in another spout.

Whirrrrrurrrert—thwack, thwack, thwack.

I lingered for a moment and admired saline-clear globules of sap percolating through the head of the spout and dripping down an attached length of tubing, as it began a zig-zagging chute run through our herringbone pipeline back to a giant collection tank at the bottom of the hill.
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1 BLOSSOM ROAD


It might be hard to believe there are dirt roads in New York, but around here you’ll find quite a few. Most people think the whole state is paved. Man, if only that were true. Our commute to the sugarhouse would be so much easier. We’re located about one mile up on Blossom Road, a winding canopied lane with a bare earth surface and the last left turn off NY Route 153 before you hit the Vermont state line. In the spring, when the frost gives way, the mud ruts on Blossom Road get so deep we can barely pass through in our high-clearance four-wheel drive pickup trucks. Sometimes the town highway crew will take pity on us and spread gravel over the worst sections of the pudding, but even then the lane is still very treacherous, especially in the dog days of sugaring season when we’re on it the most.

No homes exist on Blossom Road. Just a few hunting cabins, a summer retreat for a software mogul from Texas, another one for a cellist from New Orleans, a small horse farm, and two sugarhouses, mine and Truman Dunn’s. And we got trees. Lots and lots of trees.

In a fifteen-mile radius of Blossom Road, there are probably 200,000 tapped maple trees and two dozen sugarmakers. This includes a private equity millionaire who bought the maple-rich backside of Mount Equinox over in Sandgate a few years ago and hired a crew to install 120,000 taps. The rest of us are farmers. And even though we’re technically competitors, we go out of our way to help each other out, which is what farmers do.

I require the most help because I’m a flatlander, which is what you’re called when you come from pretty much anywhere else but here—I’m from Minnesota, as flat as they come. Meanwhile, my neighbors have been sugaring here all their lives, tending these forests, tapping these trees, and learning maple trade secrets passed down through the generations.

Me? I grew up on a cul-de-sac.

My twenty-five-acre farm is bisected by the long linear border of New York and Vermont. The state line runs right through our woods. I tend to orient the mapling part of my life equally to the sugaring communities of both states like I have a split personality.

During the messy transition time between winter and spring, we gather sap from the besotted maple trees on the side of our mountain and boil it, evaporating out much of the water to condense its natural tree sugars into a rich amber syrup for you to pour on a pancake.

When I say syrup, I don’t mean Mrs. Butterworth’s or Log Cabin or any of that stuff. That’s corn syrup with maple flavoring and aromatic compounds, agriculturally appropriated to taste like what we make. We make maple syrup concentrated from the sap of two species of maple tree—the sugar maple (Acer saccharum) and the red maple (Acer rubrum), producing it the same way Indigenous peoples did two hundred years ago but with modern technology.

Let me paint a picture of where all this maple madness takes place. Looking east from the top of my mountain—known as Blossom Hill—lies Rupert Valley, where the hayfields and sugarbush lots intersect and overlap like a wafer of Chex. This is West Rupert, Vermont, we’re looking at. Beyond that is Rupert proper, where I take my mail. North of there is North Rupert, and east of there is, well, East Rupert. (There’s no South Rupert for some reason.) Presiding over all the Ruperts is Rupert Mountain, the highest peak in this part of Vermont. Over from Rupert Mountain is Egg Mountain and after that comes Fan Mountain and then a few no-name peaks fade to the south.

Back atop Blossom Hill, spinning around and looking west now toward Hebron, New York, you’ll see another broad valley of hay meadows and rows of field corn, edged on the far side by the northernmost reach of the Taconic Mountain Range—a ridge, dip, ridge, dip progression, lying across the horizon like the spine of a Stegosaurus.

At the base of the hill is the sugarhouse, a board and batten barn shack with a steep pitched roof covered by sheets of rusty corrugated tin. The entire building is framed and sided with rough-cut lumber of hemlock and pine, which means it isn’t smooth surfaced but has the texture of a wet cashmere sweater. Rows of three-pane wavy glass windows sequence the sides of the sugarhouse. Running the length of the roof ridge is something called a ventilator cupola, which has flaps we flop open to evacuate the steam when we’re boiling the sap. A rope of ivy crawls up the front of the building, and when it leafs out in the summer, it garnishes the square yellow sign hanging in the gable that advertises PURE MAPLE SYRUP in bold Doric font.

Inside the sugarhouse, one sees a hunk of mirror-quality stainless steel dominates the room. This is the evaporator, which, in rudimentary terms, is a stove with a firebox underneath called an arch and long, deep-sided cooking pans sitting on top, which we flood with sap.

Attached to the side of our evaporator is a sworl of pipes and valves. These route raw sap to the three different pans stacked adjacent to one another that perform different functions in the various stages of boiling our sap into syrup.

Our evaporator is exactly two feet wide and eight feet long—a two-by-eight, which falls in the midsized class of evaporators in the maple world. Bigger sugarmakers have six-by-sixteens, four-by-fourteens, or three-by-tens. Smaller producers on the sugarmaking totem pole might have a two-by-six, a two-by-four, or even a spritely two-by-two evaporator, a model that becomes somewhat emasculating when referred to by its trade name: a Half Pint.



Making maple syrup—we call it sugaring—is one of the most accessible ways to participate in agriculture, which is one of the reasons I got into it in the first place. For low patience/quick reward–seekers like me, you can go from zero to maple in no time flat.

Have a maple tree or two in your backyard? Drill a hole into it, pound in a spout, let the sap drip into a pail, then gather it up and steam it in a spaghetti pot on your kitchen stove. After twelve hours and a lot of peeled wallpaper, you’ll have a tincture of delicious maple syrup.

Look at that, you’re a farmer.

What happens to a lot of dudes, and certainly what happened to me, is they become addicted to making maple syrup. We call it The Bug. Instead of the two trees in your backyard, you’ll find yourself knocking on your neighbor’s door and asking to tap their maple trees. Next, you’re driving all over town looking to buy land with a bunch of maples on it. Once you do that, you’ll have to invest in an evaporator to boil all the sap and many tanks to hold all that sap, and maybe you’ll even decide to lay out some big bucks for a reverse osmosis machine, which will squeeze 75 percent of the water out of the sap ahead of time, so you won’t have to boil it as much.

Maybe you’ll start off old school, using antique galvanized sap buckets that you bought off eBay to collect from the tree. Quaint at first, but then you might find that hefting pails of sap through the woods in a foot or two of snow is a lot of frigging work. So you upgrade to a plastic tubing system, where the sap moves through an arterial pipeline to a central gathering point convenient to the road. For a year or two you might rely on gravity to circulate the sap through all that tubing, until your patience wears thin again and you return to the bank to finance a high vacuum system that sucks sap out of the trees with enough force of pressure to dislodge a brick.

Keep that checkbook handy, because you’re going to need to buy thousands of plastic fittings to traffic all that sap through the pipeline. You’ll need to purchase lots of pumps, too. Pumps for that vacuum system. Pumps to move sap from one tank to another. And pumps to shove your finished syrup through a filter press to distill it clear as a mountain stream.

And don’t forget all the little things. You’ll need gauges for monitoring temperatures, sugar refraction, vacuum pressures, and syrup density. Pails and more buckets and scrub brushes better be on your list. Then there’s the nagging little necessities like syrup scoops, tapping hammers, tools for splicing and repairing the vacuum tubing. It can seem like a never-ending progression of stuff to buy, but this is what happens when you’re afflicted with The Bug.

You’ll eventually graduate to bigger, faster, improved versions of each of these things. I’m now on my third evaporator. The first two cost as much as a motorcycle. My current one, as much as a car.

In the end, you might earn a little money selling your sweet nectar—either by peddling it to your friends and neighbors or by selling it to a wholesaler in a forty-gallon drum like we do.

But if profit is your goal, you might be better off panning for gold or fishing for tuna. Maybe buy yourself a racehorse. Better yet just play the lottery. You’ll probably have better odds.

Besides having mechanical intuition, a hard work ethic, and a required sense of taste—the sap instincts—sugarmakers are typically innovative, funny, forward-thinking, optimistic, and very curious. Sure, we kvetch about the varying conditions of the maple market or the frustrations inherent to coaxing sap out of a tree in the dead of winter, but for the most part we sugarmakers happily keep tapping away with abandon. Perhaps more than any other type of farming, sugaring is something one can improve upon with practice, skill development, and embracing modern technology. It’s a little like golf, but maybe not as pointless.

It’s high good times to be in the sugar game. Pure maple syrup is winning the pancake wars. In the past ten years the US maple industry has doubled in scale. It’s expected to double again, maybe even triple, in the decade to come, just to keep up with the demand for an authentic product like ours.

The rush became starkly evident after the 2021 season, a very short crop in both the United States and Canada, when demand so exceeded supply that the industry held a valid concern it would literally run out of syrup. You might’ve had to eat your pancakes dry.

The season was cut short because spring came too fast. When day-to-day temperatures warm up for good, and there’s no more freezing nights, the trees begin the budding process and that’s when maple season is over.

Thanks to climate change, spring comes quicker and quicker these days.



“Farming is a combination of humility and tenacity,” a sage old dairy farmer told me once. True dat. On a farm, equipment is always breaking, or not working. Pieces and parts never fit. It’s an inch and a quarter when you need an inch and a half. It’s torqued too tight, mismeasured, not found. At a maple farm, or at least at mine, everything is always leaking, or about to boil over, or is boiling over, or, worse yet, scorching.

We’ve accidentally ignited a few grassfires with the embers spitting out of our evaporator, including one along the hedgerow one March afternoon. By chance, a rare passerby on Blossom Road spotted the fire and hollered at us to stomp it out. It could’ve easily spread to the sugarhouse and conflagrated it—which will probably happen at some point anyway since we’re burning tinder-dry firewood at 1,200 goddamned degrees.



Maple is a lifelong pursuit. I know many sugarmakers who are still tapping trees well into their eighties. They just never quit. Last summer, a neighbor of mine, Ken Potter, who’s seventy-nine and sugars up the road in Poultney, Vermont, watched the sugarhouse he built with his own hands burn to the ground. (Sugarhouses burn down a lot in this business.) It was zapped by a lightning strike. A bolt from Zeus decimated a fifty-year endeavor. At three o’clock in the morning, Kenny was jolted out of bed by hose-wielding firefighters pounding on his door. All he could salvage from the blaze were six barrels of syrup from the previous season (thank God, we needed every drop in ’21). Everything else burned or fused into the ground.

I stopped by a couple weeks later and, lo and behold, there was Kenny, full of smiles, already busy constructing a new sugarhouse he vowed to make bigger and better. He was wearing bib overalls, a duck canvas Carhartt jacket torn at the elbows, and a snug, sweat-stained ballcap, as he and his grandson edged some planks of lumber with a chainsaw.

“A lot of folks almost eighty who just lost everything in a fire would probably give up, Kenny,” I said. “They’d call it a career and find a sandy beach in Florida to look for shark’s teeth.”

He laughed but kept working. “Oh yeah, the guys at the coffee shop say, ‘What the heck’s wrong with you?’ ”

In great health, handsome and trim, Kenny attributed his stamina to clean living.

“I don’t drink or smoke, and I eat cornflakes piled with blackberries and bananas every morning. As long as I’m healthy, I’m gonna keep sugaring. I still got lots of syrup to make yet.”

Like I said, it’s an addiction.






2 BERT


My partner in this whole operation is a fellow named Bert Jones. We live a few towns apart, each about a twenty-minute drive away from the sugarhouse. He and I were part of a extended friend group that used to play poker once or twice a month. One beery night, it came up during a card shuffle that all of us played instruments. “Let’s start a band, man!” someone shouted. So, we ended up forming a seven-piece dad band that jammed every Tuesday night in the bass player’s barn. We played a lot of Neil Young, Rolling Stones, and Velvet Underground covers—loudly, and usually not well. But once in a while we’d hit a nice groove. I was on rhythm guitar (Gibson Les Paul with P-90s and a 30-watt Orange amp; a Tele tuned to open G for the Stones songs). Bert played keys.

He and I relate well partly because we grew up in similar, single-syllabled towns in the mid-to-late eighties. Me in Mound, Minnesota, and he in Yoe, Pennsylvania. We both had mullets in those days, although his was much more severe, according to the Polaroid evidence. We like to swap glory-day stories about high school parties and ditching cops and trying and failing to interest girls, but occasionally succeeding—he more often than me, a mullet apparently a bigger draw with the females of Yoe than the beauties of Mound.

Bert has a disarming smile, and a sincere and genuine disposition. He’s as big as a mixer wagon. He’s always crashing his head into crossbeams, low-hanging pipes, tree branches, and pretty much anything below six-feet-two-and-a-half-inches from the ground. When called upon, Bert can conjure the raw brute strength of a gorilla, which comes in handy on a farm.

Bert tends to move at the velocity of plate tectonics. There’s time, and then there’s Bert Time. Bert Time is about twenty to twenty-five minutes slower than the time the rest of us observe. Sometimes forty-five minutes slower. Sometimes an hour and fifteen minutes slower. Variable, but always slower. Meanwhile, my sense of time is frantic; I get frustrated more easily and have no patience whatsoever, like a horsefly. He and I are a classic tortoise and hare. I’m a hard-charging, ready-fire-aim type of person. Left to my own devices, I’ll swoop into something too quickly, leading to mistakes requiring a do-over, while Bert will sometimes contemplate incessantly and never move forward. I’ll give you a good example:

For years, let’s call it three years, Bert’s wife, Faith, an absolute peach of a woman and his childhood sweetheart (who swooned over the mullet, I’m told) had been making a modest request for a new couch. So, Bert and Faith made a regular routine of going couch shopping on Saturday nights, almost like a date. I ran into them once at the Big Lots, one of those mid-tier box stores common in the suburbs and now popping up in small towns like ours. They had already been there two hours. By then, they had narrowed their sofa choices down to four. The salesman looked like he wanted to jam a pen in his eye, while Bert and Faith were having a great time bouncing from couch to couch. The next day, I asked Bert which one they picked.

“None of them,” he said.

I face-palmed. “None of them? After two hours? After three years?”

He shrugged. “Faith had a clear favorite,” Bert said, “but I just couldn’t decide.”



Bert and Faith are among the happiest couples I know, but Bert acknowledges Faith puts up with a lot. Most notably his buying of tools (in favor of a couch). When it comes to tools, Bert has no problem quickly reaching for his wallet. The guy has every single tool ever made, which besides his overall camaraderie and an uncanny mechanical intellect, is an essential contribution to this thing of ours. If there’s been a one-time use for any job or project in his life, Bert has gone and bought the tool for it. He owns at least four floor jacks, two air compressors, and multiple nail guns and torque wrenches. He is ordained in all things DeWalt. He has every drill and every saw in the DeWalt saw family—table saw, chop saw, jigsaw, circular saw, reciprocating saw. Plus, a muster of 20v batteries to power them all.

As you might imagine, Bert’s garage is hyper-organized—pristine and hallowed as a Catholic tabernacle. Each tool has a designated shelf or corner; each hose or cord hangs neatly coiled. Standing like a pulpit in the nave of the garage, he has a towering mechanic’s tool chest for fixing anything with a motor, plus all the essentials for electrical work—voltage meters, nut drivers, wire strippers, etc.—and plumbing work—pipe cutters, deburring tools, crimpers, etc. Arranged on the shelves in places only he knows exactly where, he has all the proper tools for grouting tile, forming concrete, and roofing a house.

Our maple partnership began one wintry Sunday afternoon in Bert’s man cave watching an NFL divisional playoff game between the Broncos and Ravens (won 38–35 by Baltimore on a Justin Tucker field goal in double overtime; Manning choked). Between the two overtimes, and as I reached for the last slice of pizza, I mentioned that, after much study and advice gathering, I wanted to build a sugarhouse on the twenty-five acres of land I owned on Blossom Road.

“Damn, that sounds like fun,” Bert said, smushing his beer can. “Can I help? I got tools.”

And that was that. Instant partners in maple.

From the band, we recruited our drummer and the bongo man and broke ground the following week, chopping boards and popping nail guns. Sort of like an Amish barn raising but with a crew of office-worker types with not great backs. By the middle of February, the sugarhouse was raised, equipped, and ready for boiling. Its basic structure has gone through many iterations and improvements since then. And Bert and I have evolved as equal partners. I have a day job as a magazine editor, and Bert is a compliance officer with a company down in Schenectady. But we’ve made maple a major part of our lives, and it’s become the footing of our friendship. We split the crop of syrup we make each year fifty-fifty. We have yet to formalize our partnership or give it a proper name. (We just call it “the Sugarhouse” or “Blossom Road.”) I’ve suggested really going for it, maybe incorporating as an LLC. I even tossed out the name idea of “Two Old Saps Maple Farm” or something corny like that. But that was three or four years ago.

Typical Bert, he’s still thinking it over.






3 FIVE POUNDERS!


When people ask the size of our sugaring operation, I always say “about a thousand taps.” A nice round number. But like fishermen, sugarmakers tend to exaggerate. The truth is, at last count, our maple farm had exactly 856.

A “tap” is shorthand for the tricky hole we drill into a maple’s trunk every season to draw sap out of it. That 856 number ranks us solidly in the hobbyist classification of the maple-syrup hierarchy—guys assumed to be making syrup for fun rather than for a living.

It didn’t used to be that way. Fifteen or twenty years ago, having a “thousand taps” meant you weren’t messing around. It was a reputable enough number that other sugarmakers would take you seriously when you shot the bull at the farm show or the county fair. But there’s been a veritable arms race in our industry—yes, over that stuff you pour over waffles and flan—and sugarmakers new and old have been drilling trees like crazy. In Vermont, the statewide tap count has tripled to about four million, and that’s a conservative estimate. Maple might comprise a tiny segment of US agriculture, but it could be the most thriving. Leap-and-bound advancements in high-vacuum systems and reverse osmosis technology means that syrup can now be made with a flip of a switch (well, not really, but sort of), fostering huge economies of scale. Tap counts keep going up and up and up. Ten thousand- and twenty thousand-tap operations are the norm now, and one hundred thousand-tap operations don’t shock anyone.

A few years ago, a group reportedly venture-financed by the Connecticut State Teachers’ Retirement Board developed a half-million-tap operation in the thickly mapled Northeast Kingdom of Vermont, that regal-sounding swath of land pushing into Canada and Maine, containing Orleans, Essex, and Caledonia counties. I hear they’re adding even more taps up there, so it’s possible that operation could become the world’s first to top a million. If they don’t do it, someone else will.

Why all this expansion and why now? Consumer demand for pure all-natural maple syrup has gone through the roof, driven largely by the hipster foodie movement and farm-to-table eating trends, and boosted yet again by pandemic cooking-at-home crazes: families quarantined in their kitchens making big breakfasts with their bored-hungry virus shut-ins. And once you’ve had the real stuff, you ain’t never going back to the corn-syrup imitation.

The serious sugarmakers in Vermont do a lot of math to measure their output and compare themselves to one another. They do this by calculating their per-tap average—in other words, how much syrup do they get, on average, from each tap in the sugarbush. They measure this in pounds, since wholesale syrup is priced by weight, not volume.

The hard-core Vermonters strive for an average production tally of five pounds of syrup produced per tap (which equates to roughly half a gallon). That’s considered the Vermont benchmark to be taken seriously as a real-deal sugarmaker.

A Five Pounder is what they call you if you hit that.

Meanwhile, the most syrup Bert and I ever made in a single season was exactly 201 gallons—not even a three-pound year.

But twenty years ago, that would have been a respectable production total. With that size of a harvest, back then, it would’ve meant Bert and I had done something right. Now, three pounds per tap means we’ve been doing something wrong.

For the 2022 sugaring season, I made up my mind to change that up, to be able to finally hold my head up high at the urinal, so to speak.

Also, circumstances in my life had changed dramatically since the season before. My primary job of raising my two kids had come to an end—one moved three hours south to New York City to get her master’s degree, subway commuting to class in Greenwich Village, and the other tossed his sneakers and a sleeping bag into an ’08 Prius and left for Hollywood to chase a dream.

Suddenly it was just me, my cat, and the trees. And Bert.

The day-to-day source of joy, purpose, and fulfillment in my life, parenting, was gone and I wasn’t adjusting well. Making a shit-ton more syrup might make me feel better, I reckoned.

What the hell, I didn’t have anything better to do.

I don’t own enough land to tap more trees; every single maple on the property is spoken for. But I figured that with an insane amount of hard work, risk, and strategy, and with some luck and cooperation from Mother Nature, we could certainly do a better job of extracting every ounce of sap from each of those trees. That way, even if our tap count was low, our per-tap production average would measure up with all the big guys in Vermont.

But I had to convince Bert.

I said to him one morning, “Man, I’m tired of being kicked around by these trees.”

It was early December, and we were out for breakfast at a diner on a little frozen lake a few miles from the sugarhouse.

He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back. “Whaddya talking about?”

I looked at him with fire in the eyes. “I want more sap,” I said.

He looked back at me warily. “Well, that’s kinda up to the weather, isn’t it?”

A waitress dropped an oval plate of eggs Benedict in front of him with flanking piles of corned beef hash. For me, a stack of puffy pancakes and a double side order of grease-lathered bacon. Then she plunked down four or five pleated paper ketchup cups filled with syrup.

I tapped a finger on the table. “We’re not maximizing the trees.”

Bert sat forward and began ladling excess hollandaise sauce onto the hash with a spoon. “What the hell are you talking about?” he said.

“Sure, the weather’s a big part of it, but we’re not pulling our weight,” I said, cutting into the pancake mound. “This season we need to keep the vacuum super high. That means the pipeline needs to be frigging tight tight tight. No leaks! That should get us way more sap. We need to be super aggressive if we want to be Five Pounders.”

Gauntlet thrown.

He looked at me funny. “What the hell is a Five Pounder?” he asked through a mouthful of egg, so it sounded a little like he said “Pfive Flounder.”

I laughed. “It’s what the Vermonters say. Guys who make five pounds of syrup per tap.”

Bert pressed his lips together and did the conversion math in his head.

“That comes out to us making about 400 gallons of syrup, buddy.”

I nodded. “Yeah, that sounds about right,” I said.

He lifted his chin. “Are you kidding? We’ve barely made more than 200 before.”

“I think we can do it.”

He gave me the talk to the hand gesture with one mitt while he scooped up more breakfast with the other. “Ugh. I’m exhausted already,” he said, looking back down at his plate. “Anyone bother to ask the trees their opinion on this idea? How they gonna feel about getting milked of all that extra sap? My guess is they won’t like it much.”

I smiled and pointed a finger in the air. “Au contraire mon frère.”

I told him that the PhD’ed plant scientists who research maples have found that we sugarmakers are only taking a tiny fraction of the sap trees are juicing through their trunks.

“We can suck out as much as we want,” I said. “The trees don’t care. Scientifically proven.”

Maples are remarkable in so many ways. No one can definitively say why there’s sugar in the sap of a maple tree during a six-week window every winter and spring. It’s an amazing phenomenon. Currents of sap flush through the trees on days when temperatures are below freezing at night and then in the forties or fifties during the day. Some researchers have estimated that at most, we’re taking only 10 percent of the sap, maybe less. There are some families in Vermont that have been tapping the same trees for 150 years or more. Maples are the true giving tree.

Bert tore a piece of toast in two, buttered and jellied the halves, then closed them into a sandwich.

I went on. “Here’s the thing: everyone who makes syrup comes to a crossroads—are we just gonna do this thing as a hobby and fart around, or are we gonna try and go for the big time?”

He pondered for a moment, chewing quietly. “A ‘Five Pounder,’ huh?”

I nodded. “That’s what they call ’em. That’s what we’d be.”

“Is there some sort of certifying agency?”

I dunked a divot of pancake into a syrup cup. “Naw, it’s just the honor system.”

“Would we get a patch or a lapel pin maybe?” he said.

“Nope. Only glory.”

Bert put a fist to his stomach and tried to hold in a belch. “Sounds kinda arbitrary.”

“Yeah, but it’s still a cool-ass goal,” I said. “Like joining the mile-high club or breaking par or something.”

Bert considered this.

“Lemme tell you a story,” I said, continuing my sales pitch. “Last summer the kids and I went to the Coney Island hot dog eating contest. It was insane. The winner ate seventy-six hot dogs.”

“That’s a lotta wieners.”

“—and buns—the whole event they kept reminding everyone that these jokers were eating the buns, too.”

Bert excavated a heap of hash onto his fork.

“Dude broke the record of seventy-five hot dogs and buns,” I said. “Know who held the old record? Same dude. Know what the prize was? A mustard-colored belt.”

Bert grinned. “Bet I could eat at least forty-five,” he said.

“It was maybe the most exciting sporting event I’d ever been to. When he downed number seventy-six, the crowd went nuts. He was a hero. For eating a giant pile of hot dogs—”

“—and buns,” he said.

I smiled. “You see? That’s way more arbitrary than anything we’re doing. I’m tired of everyone laughing at us, thinking we’re a couple pudknockers.”

My voice was distressed, and I was getting overanimated with my fork.

“Put Faith on notice she’s not gonna see you much the next three months,” I said. “You’re gonna be with me in the goddamned woods and in the sugarhouse filling barrels. It’s us against the sap, man. Five Pounders. Let’s frigging do this. Whaddya say?”

I could almost see the ellipses of a coming response in Bert Time as he chomped on his hash. The man gulped hard and then answered.

“Okay, okay, you got me,” he said. “I’m in.”
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4 THE TANKS I GET


After Bert and I made what came to be known as our Five Pound Pact, we immediately determined we’d need more holding tanks if we were going to try and collect double the amount of sap this season. In the maple business, one can never have enough tanks since there’s massive amounts of liquid to store. “Right now, we got the holding capacity of a specimen cup,” Bert reminded me.

I scoured the classified ads of the local pennyshopper for sap tanks, which often come up for sale in late fall or early winter when everyone’s getting ready for a new maple season. I especially kept a keen eye out for sap tanks made by the G.H. Grimm Evaporator Company of Rutland, Vermont. Grimm tanks are my favorite because they’re so damn cool—and old.

I’ve always been attracted to old things. Old houses, old cars, old books, old Cushman chairs, old Formica tables, old towns, old fishing lures, old 45 RPM records, old table lamps, old mopeds, old Realistic stereo receivers, old rotary telephones, old Bally pinball machines, old brands of shampoo, old webbed lawn chairs, old Schwinn bicycles, old pop machines, old boat motors. You get the idea. And I especially love old Grimm sap tanks.

Grimms, as the manufacturer was colloquially known, was quartered in a four-story wooden factory on the industrial side of Rutland near the railroad yard. The building was filled with sheet-metal brakes, drill presses, and welding-gas cylinders arranged across a vast wood-slatted floor. In the front of the factory, there was a showroom where they’d line up sparkling new evaporators in a slanted row like a car dealership. It closed during the pandemic.

Grimm tanks were made of mottled-gray galvanized steel. On the side, Grimm would stencil the volume capacity of the tank measured in barrels, which they abbreviated as bbl. (In agriculture, a “barrel” is equivalent to forty-two gallons.) They’d also stamp MAPLE SYRUP UTENSILS with the same blocky black lettering.

I already owned a round three-bbl Grimm tank I bought at a barn sale a few years ago over in Ira, Vermont, when I was getting started in maple. It’s my favorite tank, a cylinder variety that was designed to be carried on the back of a pickup truck for sap collecting.

In the “Agricultural Equipment” section of the classifieds, I found a promising listing for a Grimm tank at a farm a couple of towns away near Castleton, Vermont.

I drove over one morning and was greeted in the driveway by a grouchy retired sugarmaker with a bristly walrus mustache and a shock of white hair that looked like someone glued a bunch of cotton balls to his head and tried to run a comb through it.

“It’s out in the woods still,” he said. “Hope you like walking.”

He hadn’t listed a price for the tank, so I asked how much he wanted for it.

He scowled. “You’re gonna wanna see the damn thing first—then we’ll talk.”

We must’ve walked half a klick into his woods. He had a gaunt frame and moved along briskly for an old man. Even though it was January, there was no snow. The rug of leaves on the path was mushy with frost. After a bit, we came upon an abandoned sugarhouse, where, he told me, his family had sugared since the 1940s. “This was my home away from home every March.” It was in rough shape. The roof of the shack was caved in, most of the windows were smashed, and the door had separated from its top hinge. It tottered on the bottom one. I asked him if it was ok to peek inside. “Not much worth looking at,” he said, dismissively. I poked my head through the window opening. Vines of honeysuckle tendriled through a rusted evaporator arch. Along the walls there were rows of tapered galvanized sap buckets, stacked upside down like Slurpee cups and listing leeward.

I pulled my head back out. “You miss sugaring much?” I asked.

He crossed an arm under his elbow and propped his chin with his palm.

“Oh yeah. I loved makin’ syrup more than anything,” he said through his fingers.

“Why’d you give it up?” I asked.

He lifted his shoulder in a half shrug. “Too many heart attacks.”

“Whoa. Jesus. How many is too many?”

He rolled his eyes back and counted on his fingers. “Up until I quit sugaring, four. But now I think I’m up to seven. Can’t remember.”

“Seven?”

“I know I’ve lost count of the stents,” he said.

I was wide-eyed. “I got here in the nick of time, I guess.”

He patted his pants pocket. “Got the nitro tabs right here,” he said. “The docs said no more sugaring. Too much lifting and moving heavy shit around. Although I always thought croaking at the evaporator during a nice rolling boil wouldn’t be a bad way to go out.”

I nodded in agreement.

He led me behind the sugarhouse, and we found the tank lying upside down in a patch of weeds. It was a rectangular five-bbl jobber, sharp-cornered and sturdy-looking. There wasn’t any rust, at least on the inside. (For sap collecting, a clean inside is what counts.) I shoved it over and a bunch of pill bugs scattered on the pale dirt beneath. The basin was remarkably spotless.

I instantly knew I wanted it. It was a beauty. Classic Grimm.

“What do you think?” the old grouch asked.

I kicked a rock, pretending I wasn’t too eager. “Does it leak?” (Note to all you tank buyers out there, that’s the first question to ask.)

“How the hell do I know?” he snapped. “It’s been laying here twenty years.”
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I slipped my hands into the kangaroo pocket of my hoodie. “Well, you and I both know the going rate for old sap tanks is buck-a-gallon,” I said, meaning one dollar paid for each gallon of capacity. “How much you want for this one?”

He drummed at his brushlip like he was tapping Morse code. “Oh hell, I don’t know,” he said. “Since I can’t tell you for sure if it leaks or not, and I don’t want you trying to bring it the hell back here and dumping it on my goddamn lawn if it does, I’ll give you a deal,” he said. “Hundred bucks, how ’bout? You look like you can swing that.”

I would’ve paid twice as much, easily. “A hundred’s not too far off from what I was thinking,” I lied. “Sold.”

We shook on it. “You’re not gonna write me a goddamned check, are you?” he said.

I peeled off five twenties, folded the bills, and stuck them in his hand, and he unfolded and recounted them before tucking them into the breast pocket of his checkered field coat.

“Grab an end,” he said.

Then me, the grouch, and his mustache dragged the Grimm back through the woods to my truck. It wasn’t so heavy to drag, but it was awkwardly shaped and hard to get a good grip. We had to stop quite a few times to adjust. It was mostly me who did the stopping, and it annoyed the old grouch. “C’mon, Jesus. We’re never gonna get this thing out of here if you keep stopping like a damned dog lifting his hind leg every five minutes,” he said.

It wasn’t just the awkward angle of the grip that made me want to stop. I also didn’t want the guy to have grabber number eight halfway through the woods and to have to fish around in his pants for the goddamn angina tabs. Each time we stopped he took the opportunity to hike up his trousers, and I swear, each time he did I thought he was going to reach for his nitroglycerine.

But we made it out of the woods without incident, thank God. Then we hefted the Grimm onto my truck and secured it with a ratchet strap. “Now I better not be seeing either of you again,” he said, and then he heel-turned and walked back to his house without saying goodbye.

When I got home, I dropped the tank outside the sugarhouse and Bert frowned.

“You got us the Charlie Brown Christmas tree of tanks, blockhead,” he said.

I raised my palms. “C’mon man, it’s cool as shit, ain’t it? It’s an old Grimm.”

Bert unenthusiastically flicked at it with his finger and shook his head.

“It’s all very quaint and charming you got us an antique tank but we’re gonna need a lot bigger one than this if you’re really serious about the Five Pounder thing,” he said.

He was right. Which he usually is. Then he thought of something I should’ve thought of in the goddamned first place.

“Listen, why don’t we call Shakey?” he said.

Timmy Dwyer is a veteran sugarmaker whom everyone around here calls “Shakey.” Over the years, Shakey has become our primary consiglieri in maple, someone we turn to often for advice and support. Shakey is a swarthy, barrel-torsoed guy of indeterminate age who typically wears a cable-knit sweater in winter and a tie dye T-shirt in summer. He has a thick white beard and a chop of white hair, and he wears square wire-rimmed glasses, giving him a slight resemblance to Jerry Garcia. He definitely has Jerry’s carefree spirit. Shakey’s sugarhouse is in Shushan just a few miles from us. He calls it Shushan Sity Sap Shack (misspelling intentional, I’m pretty sure). He prides himself on the quality of his syrup but takes just as much pride, if not more, in being the social center of Shushan during maple season. At Shushan Sity, every day is Saint Patrick’s Day. Shakey’s famous for his sap-boiling parties, and he invites everyone he knows in town. His bashes tend to represent our area demographics. Half the crowd are rednecks with whom you might end up conversing about diesel tractors, logging skidders, or the performance advantages of 2-stroke snowmobile engines. The other half are New York and Boston transplants—retired college professors and such, with whom you might try to talk smartly about the lyrical stylings of William Butler Yeats or share your theoretical perspectives on international diplomacy while the sap boils and beer spills.

One of the things we love about Shakey is he talks about maple as if we’re all in on a big conspiracy together. He’s always showing me a clever new trick he thinks has outsmarted everyone. One night, I was hanging out at Shushan Sity during a boil, and he gave me a furtive look. “Come ’ere, you gotta see this,” he said and pointed to a red lightbulb over his evaporator set to a timer. “Every five minutes the bulb flashes to let me know it’s time to throw more firewood into the arch. Everyone should have one of these goddamned things.”

I gave it proper reverence, agreeing it was pretty clever.

“Nifty gadget,” I said. “I want one.”

Shakey angled the back of his hand to his mouth, leaned to me, and whispered.

“You got it buddy. I got a line on another one. I’ll hook you up.”

The best part about Shakey is he never lets us forget that making maple syrup is fun.

“If it’s not any fun then why do it? Sugaring is just a lot of goddamned work otherwise.” He’s said that to me and Bert over and over.

I texted Shakey that we were on the lookout for a sap holding tank and asked if he had a line on any decent non-leakers. Shakey claims his thumbs are too fat to text, so he’s big on leaving voicemails instead, and he left me a long rambling one: “Hey Peter, yeah, got a nice tank right here for you if you want it. I know it don’t leak because we used it as a clam steamer last year and it worked great”—he stopped and audibly blew his nose, foghorn-like—“Shit, sorry. I got a goddamned cold. Anyway, let me know if you want the tank. We might’ve also used it as a hot tub at one of our parties. I’ll take two fifty for it. Call me back.”

Among his many signature traits, just when you think he’s finished talking, Shakey loves to sign off with a PG-13 joke and a mic drop. “By the way, please keep my family in your prayers. My uncle has become addicted to Viagra. My aunt is taking it hard. Bye-bye.”

I asked Bert what he thought.

“Moving it will be a bitch and a half,” he said. “Did he really use it as a hot tub?”

We drove over to Shushan the next morning with Bert’s utility trailer. Shakey was waiting for us in the driveway, sitting on the lid of the tank clipping his fingernails. He had built makeshift skis for it out of some planks, so it resembled a sleigh. “I’ll be sorry to see this old girl go,” he said, patting it, demonstrating a lot more tank nostalgia than the grouch had.

Shakey’s tank was way bigger and heavier than the Grimm. This tank was a bulk milk tank off a defunct dairy farm—600-gallon capacity, a 15-bbl. Most sugarmakers use old bulk tanks from the dairy industry to hold sap. The dairy industry and the maple industry have long been kissing cousins. Since both maple and dairy move large quantities of liquid around, much of the equipment is interchangeable. Maple mostly developed as a bonus crop for the legacy New England dairy farmers since many of them had a sugarbush adjacent to their farmland. Come March they’d tap the trees and boil some sap, and once maple season was over, they’d slide right into planting silage corn or alfalfa. Over the years, the small-scale dairy industry mostly collapsed around here, and as the farms went out of business, in swooped the sugarmakers like scavenger crows to pick off their bulk tanks. Milk tanks are usually shaped like submarines: oblong, stainless-steel tubes with ports on the top, so it’s easy to reach in and clean them. They work just as well for holding sap as milk, keeping it cold and sanitary. Bulk milk tanks are also seriously heavy, made of stainless steel and cast-iron framing. They’re typically insulated with some sort of material (jacketed asbestos, I think) that makes them weigh even more. It was so heavy that after the three of us skidded it onto the trailer it flattened one of the tires.
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