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Liquid Gold from Maple Trees in America
(Web version: Vermont Maple Syrup, Blessing of Nature)

It was almost a fairy-tale world. In the woods of Vermont, a Northeastern state of the United States, there
stood a cabin with a green roof and a silver chimney. This is the place where full-bearded Mr. Roger Pion
makes maple syrup.

The only ingredient, maple tree sap, is boiled down to a fortieth to a fiftieth of its original volume to make
"golden liquid.” Mr. Pion, who adheres to the traditional method, adjusts the heat from woodfire, occasionally
stirring the large pan. After a while, the whole cabin is filled with steam and the sweet candy-like aroma.

It was the original indigenous peoples in the northeastern US and southern Canada who began making sugar
and syrup from maple sap. Letters written by French missionaries over 300 years ago described the Abenaki
people making maple sugar.

For Mr. Pion, who is of Abenaki descent, syrup making is a "family tradition." It has been more than half a
century since he began helping to hang buckets to collect sap at the age of five. Now, like many other farmers,
he collects the sap from tubes attached to a tree.

At the end of April, I tasted this season’s last syrup. The dark brown, thick liquid in my mouth had a rich
sweetness and a caramel-like flavor. The mellow aroma lingered for a surprisingly long time.

In the maple syrup industry, Canada is the world's dominant producer, accounting for 70-80% of the world's
production, with the remainder mostly produced in the United States. Half of this-- or over 10% of the world's
production--comes from Vermont. There are an estimated 3000 producers, both small and large, in the state.

Mr. Glen Goodrich, known as a "legend" to his fellow makers, is a leading producer of high-quality syrup,
receiving numerous awards. The secret to making good syrup is to use fresh sap, to maintain the highest level
of hygiene, and to boil sap in the right way with skills that he cultivated through many years of experience.
Health of maple trees is also important. Thinning trees in the vast 6000 acres forest is the most time-
consuming part of the job. “We take care of trees, and in exchange, we ask for a little sap,” Mr. Goodrich says.

The Vermont maple syrup has strict quality standards, such as clarity. The density (sugar content)
requirement is set higher than in many other regions, which makes Vermont syrup thick. It is also classified
into four color classes. The color tends to be light gold when made from early season sap and gets darker
toward the end of the season, but you don’t know what color it will be until it is boiled down.

I compared the four colors of Goodrich's maple syrup. The lightest "Golden" has delicate flavor and sweetness.
The darker colors of "Amber" and "Dark" have more caramel-like flavor, and "Very Dark" has almost smoked-
like rich flavor. Mr. Goodrich’s wife, Ruth, who is in charge of retail and management, says, "You can use it
as a substitute for sugar in all kinds of cooking.” In addition to confectionery, it can be added in dressings and
tomato sauces. Golden goes well with pancakes or yogurt, while "Dark" is good in barbecue sauces or other

stronger flavored dishes.



Sunday, June 16, 2024 The Nikkei Style/ Gourmet

While demand for the nutritious "liquid gold" is increasing, there are also concerns; global climate change.
Sap for syrup flows in the spring, when nighttime temperatures drop below freezing and daytime temperatures
rise above zero. Sugar maple, the main species in maple sugaring, is delicate. The range of suitable
temperatures and soil humidity is extremely narrow. The amount of sap is greatly affected by such severe
weather events as heavy storms, drought, and unseasonably high temperatures. To stabilize the supply,
Quebec, which is responsible for 90% of Canada's production, reserves maple syrup like oil.

Vermont currently succeeds in mitigating the adverse effects of extreme weather with the introduction of
state-of-the-art technology. Driven by consumer trends favoring natural foods, the state's production
increased more than 4-fold in 20 years to over 2 million gallons in 2023.

I visited the newest of Goodrich's two production facilities. Inside, the building was lined with shiny silver
machines with many tubes. Reverse osmosis machines remove more than 90% of water from the sap, which
allows producers to drastically reduce the boiling time and fuel. Vacuum pumps are used to make sap flow
smoothly. Since the launch of the facility, they gradually increased the number of trees to tap and this year,
collected over 3 million gallons of sap from 125,000 maple trees.

Although technology has helped to reduce the impact of severe weather, if global warming continues, it could
be difficult to grow sugar maples. Also, invasive species will become a threat.  In Vermont, the sap season,
which used to be from March to April, has been getting earlier. Locations further south than Canada, concerns
about global warming are greater.

Mr. Mark Isselhardt, a maple expert at the University of Vermont, points out "Structural complexity, having
different ages and species, is a better habitat for wild life and makes for a more resilient forest.” It may also
be helpful to increase red maple, which is low in sap sugar but is tolerant of warmer climates and grows in either
wet or dry soil

Most important are efforts to curb climate change itself. Mr. Pion and his wife, Donna, have started a
biochar venture, which is soil conditioner made from wood chips and animal waste and reduces carbon dioxide
in the atmosphere. Goodrich Farm cascades pure water separated from the sap through stone-lined ditches
before draining, so that the stones release mineral and bring the water closer to its natural state. The
producers have a strong sense of responsibility to protect the forest.

There is an Abenaki folk tale about the origin of maple syrup. In the old days, the Creator made the trees
to flow sweet sap to help the people. One day, when god's helper, Gluskabe, went to check on the people, he
found the village was in disrepair and the people were lying under the trees drinking sap from broken branches.
The Creator got angry and instructed Gluskabe to add water to the maple sap and changed it to flow only during
the spring.

If Gluskabe comes back now, will he still leave us liquid gold?

Writer Eri Takahashi
Photographer Katsuyoshi Tanaka
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<Captions>
Left top: As Mr. Pion slowly boiled the maple sap, the whole cabin was filled with steam and a sweet candy-

like aroma.

Left bottom: Syrup made by Mr. Pion. Vermont maple syrup is flavorful and rich in such minerals as

potassium, calcium, and magnesium.

Right top: Mr. Goodrich, who is also a great mentor for newly-entering producers, collects sap from more than

100,000 trees through tubes stretching in the woods in Eden.

Right middle: Mr. Goodrich is committed to the health of the forest and the freshness of the sap to produce

high quality maple syrup.

Right bottom: Goodrich Farm's state-of-the-art sap evaporator. Utilizing steam heat, it quickly boils the sap

with more than 90% of water removed through reverse osmosis.
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