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  INTRODUCTION

  This book was first published in 1998 as Sugartime: The Hidden Pleasures of Making Maple Syrup, with a Primer for the Novice Sugarer. In 2005 it was published as Sugaring: A Maple Syrup Memoir with Instructions. Now, in 2014, it has a new name, Wild Sugar: The Pleasures of Making Maple Syrup, a new look, and a new publisher. The sugaring process itself has changed little over these years, but my life has changed a great deal. My husband and sugaring partner, Bill, has passed away, and a granddaughter, Wren, has come into my life. We have sugared together—you’ll see her in some of the new pictures in this book—have picked sap, tended the fire, sugared off, and enjoyed the sweetness of the syrup and of doing good work.

  The “sugaring book,” as we call it at my house, has been in print for fifteen years. That’s quite a long time and I think it shows that cyberspace is not the only space that occupies us: we are still called to the inner places of the woods and the heart, brought together in the fact of maple syrup—in its subtle scent and its bright taste, and in the telling and receiving of this age-old story that becomes new again every spring.

  Susan Carol Hauser

  Minnesota, 2014


  FOREWORD

  “Impatience is our nightmare,” the poet Philip Levine has written. He was referring to the ever-accelerating pace of modern life and its great pains upon our spirit; in particular he suggests that we have lost our ability to work quietly, steadily within the embrace of our work and with faith in the eventual pleasure of completion. Franz Kafka, too, had his complaints in the area. For humankind, he wrote, “. . . perhaps there is only one major sin: impatience. Because of impatience they were expelled (from paradise), because of impatience they do not return.”

  Impatience. No one is immune. However, to read Susan Carol Hauser’s Wild Sugar is to return to the one small paradise available to everyone: the slow pleasures of good work.

  Let me explain what I mean by “good work.” A few years ago, as my contribution to a friend’s wedding day, I volunteered to roast a pig. It had been years since I had done this sort of thing, and of course it quickly became far more labor than I remembered. With ten minutes and fifty dollars I could have gone to the meat market and bought a wedding ham that would have made Charles Dickens proud, but no, here I was, the night before the wedding, stuck turning a hog on a hot iron spit while everyone else went off to dance. Resignedly I tended to my work. By ten p.m. I was irritable; by eleven o’clock, tormented; by midnight, exhausted. At one a.m. the partiers came back and gathered boisterously around the fire; their company lifted my spirits, but the dancers were danced out and soon enough straggled off to bed, leaving me alone, again, with my fire and my hog. Throughout the night I kept the coals cherry red and the meat cooking, an interminable night—until, slowly, like a tide of moonlight or a change in the weather, something magical happened. In the steady rhythms of the fire, in the continual hiss and snap of grease falling on red coals, in the gradual slowing down of my life, I began to wake up. I woke up from one kind of work, one kind of time, one kind of life, and crossed into another. It was four a.m., not a car on the street, nighthawks gone back to their nests and the earliest birds still dozing in the darkest hour before dawn, but I was happily, joyously wide awake: I had stumbled upon good work, the kind that slows time and deepens the spirit.

  Maple sugaring, it seems clear to me from reading Wild Sugar, is a similarly good kind of work. Maple sugaring will not be hurried. It is more than the work of one night or one week; its rhythms are measured in sunlight and shadow, in the tilt of the earth’s axis and in the ancient memories of trees. There is much work and there is much waiting: waiting for the late winter snow to loosen its grip on the necks of the sugar maple trees; working to hammer in the taps, to hang the buckets and then wait again. When the temperature eases up to forty-five degrees, Susan Carol Hauser writes, “. . . anticipation is rewarded. A drop of sap quivers on the end of the spile, then lets go, and another takes its place.” Now the real labor begins. Frosty nights and sunny days make the sap come faster; daily there is the gathering of the pails, daily the tending of fire as the great iron kettle simmers and sings. Daily, patiently, this work in the mud and the heat until the earth itself calls a halt: the season is over. What remains are the glowing jars of syrup and, luckily for us, this fine book.

  Will Weaver, author of Sweetland

  Bemidji, Minnesota

  Spring 1997.


  SECTION I
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  SUGARTIME


  In northern Minnesota, in late March or early April, the ice is still on the lakes, and snow is still on the ground. But below the earth’s surface, seasonal warming has begun and sap starts its journey up into the trees. We know this is happening because of the birds that return, first the bald eagles, then flickers, and robins, and we know it because for seven previous winters we have sugared and I have kept a daily journal of dates and temperatures, of gallons of sap and pints of syrup.

  This year on March fifth, after several days of forty degree temps, we trudged out to the storage shed and retrieved our sugaring equipment: electric drill, aluminum taps, called spiles, pails and liners, and hammer. We plodded through the knee-deep snow to the four nearest maples trees and drilled into the frozen wood. Three of the four started dripping when we pulled the drill from the hole. We hung pails lined with plastic sugaring sacks, even though we knew it was too early for a good sap run. For the next two weeks the temperature stuck at thirty degrees and the three cooperating trees yielded up only a few quarts of sap, far less than the average one-half to one gallon per day per tree we could hope for later on.

  Almost every year we tease ourselves into the same premature behavior, eager for this special time to begin, and betraying our contemporary attitude. Until the middle of this century, for the Ojibwe people, sugaring was one point in the cycle of seasons. Just before the month of the Sugar Moon they moved from their winter camp to the sugarbush. Later they moved on to their gardening and berry summer camps, then to the fall and winter hunting camps. Sugaring was part of the circle.

  For us, for my husband Bill and me, sugaring is a step out of the circle. For several weeks in the months of March and April we give up the clock and the calendar that guide us through the weekdays and weekends, day times and evenings of the rest of the year. We are led instead by the flow of the sap, which rises and falls to whim of the temperature.

  By March we are ready to give up our meticulous winter routine. We eat by the clock because daylight fails us. During the week we work days and sit quietly at night, as though if we moved about too much we might break something cosmic made brittle by the cold. On the weekends we do chores in preparation for the week.
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