
Making Maple Syrup 

Making maple syrup has been a part of Wisconsin for a long time. Maple Syrup 
has been made since the days when the only way to gather the sap was to go out 
with horses and milk cans , up to today when many people have complex systems 
of plastic tubes running from tree to tree, bringing the sap to large tanks to be 
processed. 

My grandpa is one of the few people left in western Wisconsin who still goes into 
the woods every day to collect sap. He takes his little Ford tractor into the woods 
and dumps the sap from the buckets hanging on the tree to ten gallon milk cans 
in the trailer behind the tractor. 

There are many things involved in syrup making. There are many tools that you 
need to have. First, you need to drill holes in the trees. We use a chain saw with a 
drill bit attached for this. 

 

This is what people used in the old days to boil the sap. They had to keep the 
wood burning hot but not hot enough to scorch the syrup. Now we use gas 
burners which easily controls the heat. 



 

This is a much larger boiler than we use because we don't make nearly as much 
syrup as these people do. It takes almost forty gallons of sap to make one gallon 
of syrup. On most days we only get enough sap to make one or two gallons. Some 
days when it was down to just below thirty two degrees the night before , we get 
close to five hundred gallons. We only get that much two or three times a year. 
The temperatures have to be just right that day and night. 

After we drill holes in the trees we put in spiles. They are mostly metal. They are 
round with a hole in the center for the sap to run down. We pound them into the 
holes tightly with a hammer. They have hooks on the bottom or bumps on the top 
to hang the pails on. 

 

Then we put the buckets on them. They are hung 
from the spiles buy there handles. The bucket sits 
below the end of the spile collecting the sap that 
drips out. 

 



When my grandpa first started making syrup, he didn't have any pails. He had to 
use peach cans from school. He would wrap wire around the lid and hang them 
from the spiles. He also used glass jars from home until he got enough money to 
buy pails. They also had to go out and collect all the sap with horses. 

 

Now, he uses a tractor. We go out with a trailor attached to his little Ford tractor. 
Many of the larger operations have tubes that run from tree to tree. They are 
then pumped directly into the boiling room. This is a much more efficient way of 
gathering syrup. Many places can boil up to one hundred gallons of sap in an 
hour. 

We make many gallons of syrup from late February to early April. Through all the 
hard work of tapping, gathering, boiling down, and cleaning up, we make 
between fifty and one hundred gallons of syrup. Syrup quality is measured on a 
color gauge, with the finest quality being amber. My grandpa doesn't like to make 
syrup which isn't light amber. When the trees start to bud the syrup darkens and 
we quit producing. 

When the syrup is ready we put it into jugs. We have gallons, pints, twelve ounce 
bottles and many additional sizes. We take it from the boiling pans and filter it 
through a cloth and bottle it from there. 



 

Making good syrup takes lots of time and effort. My grandpa has been making 
syrup for a long time. I learned everything I know about it from him and my uncle 
who run the whole operation. Together they have been making syrup since 
before I was born. 
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