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Late winter and early spring is maple season, when maple producers of northeastern North America tap trees, collect sap, boil it down to produce maple syrup, or further process it into maple sugar, fudge, nougat, cream, or other products. On my way back from Sandy Pond recently I visited the Miller Sugar Shack on Lake Street. The Miller’s gave me a tour and I learned how maple syrup is made. The syrup starts as a watery sap that’s collected drop by drop by little spouts inserted directly into the tree trunks located on the Miller property. Sap to produce maple syrup can be collected from any native species of maple tree. Making maple syrup from sap requires boiling off water until the desired sugar concentration is achieved. Sugar and black maple usually have considerably higher sap sugar contents than red and silver maple, resulting in less sap needed and less time and energy required to produce a given volume of syrup.

The Native American Indians had been making sugar from the sweet sap of the maple tree for many years. From the journals of early explorers we know that the Native American Indians had a process for making maple sugar as early as 1609. There are many Indian legends about how maple sugar was first discovered. One Iroquois legend tells how Chief Woksis had thrown his tomahawk into a maple tree one late winter evening. After he removed it the following morning, the weather turned sunny and warm and sap began to flow from the cut in the tree, and drip down into a container, which was at the base of the tree. Chief Woksis's squaw used the sap to boil the meat for dinner. As the water in the sap boiled away, a wonderful, sweet maple taste was left with the meat. 

As winter started to turn into spring, and the days got longer and warmer, the Native American Indians would move their whole families into a spot in the forest where there were plentiful sugar maple trees. There they would establish "sugar camps" for the month or so that the maple sap would flow. 

In the early days maple sap was boiled down and made into maple sugar, instead of the more common maple syrup that we see today. There was no easy way to store syrup as a liquid, but hardened, dry maple sugar was easily stored for use later in the year. The Native Americans of New England used their maple sugar as gifts, for trading, to mix with grains and berries and bear fat. During the heat of summer a special treat was a drink made of maple sugar dissolved in water. The early European settlers who came to New England made maple sugar in the way which they learned from the Native Indian population. The settlers set up sugar camps in the woods where the maple trees were most plentiful, and the trees were slashed with an ax to allow the sap to drip out and be collected. As early as 1790 it was suggested that. slashing the trees was not good for their health, and that a better way was to drill a half inch hole in the tree and insert a "spill" or spile to allow the sap to run out. The early spiles were made of a softwood twig such as sumac that had a soft center. The center was pushed out leaving a hollow wooden tube that could be inserted into a hole drilled into the maple tree. The sap would then drip out through the hollow tube or "spile", and into a collection vessel such as a hollowed out log. 

These early sugar-makers gathered their sap in wooden buckets as they went from tree to tree. The sap was then boiled down in a series of large iron kettles hanging over a long open fire. As the syrup got thicker in one kettle it was ladled into the next one and fresh sap was then added to the first kettle. In this way, they always had the last kettle full of nearly completed syrup or sugar. When it was finally thickened enough, the liquid sugar was stirred until it began to crystallize, then poured of into wooden molds. These blocks of maple sugar could be broken up or shaved later in the year when needed. 

Over the next hundred years or so, maple sugar producing went through some changes. Metal buckets replaced the wooden ones; metal tanks became available for sap storage instead of hollowed out logs or wooden barrels. For boiling, large flat pans soon replaced the three open kettles that were hung over an open fire. A contained fire could be built under the flat pan in a furnace or "arch", thus becoming more efficient because of the large surface area exposed to the fire. Other improvements included the building of shelters for boiling the sap, which became know as "sugarhouses." However, the process still involved much time and labor. 

 In some cases it is necessary to purchase items of historical significance for the town and village archives and that is the case with the Austen Hall hand-painted advertisement panels. Sally Turo is spearheading the donation drive to purchase and preserve these panels, your support is appreciated. Contact Sally, any town board member, town supervisor or my office for more information or to make a donation. 

The “Korean War” book covers service dates beginning September 3, 1945 and ends December 31, 1959. We continue with a list of soldiers we need information on: James Reid, William Reid, Jr., Albert Remp, Leo E. Remp, Paul Ridgeway, David Riley, George Ripple, Edwin Robbins, Arthur L. Roberts, Carl F. Roberts, William Roberts and James Robinson. Norm Widrig and Phyllis LeBeau are helping with the research but we are researching 231 men and need help in locating these veterans or a family member of a veteran to get more information. It is so important that we have a photo of the soldier and his service dates. Please contact me if you can help.

Cemetery 101: Although called “Family” cemeteries, neighbors and relatives by marriage were also buried in these graveyards. Burial grounds were on a persons property, usually located in an orchard or a garden, often on a high point of the land. They may be difficult to locate today if the cemetery hasn’t been maintained and is not well known among the community. Please be courteous, these cemeteries are generally on private land and permission is needed to view the site. Our own Pioneer and Weser/Barber Cemeteries are good examples.

Lest we forget, April 25 is Holocaust Remembrance Day. The Holocaust was the systematic killing of six million Jewish men, women, and children and millions of others by Nazi Germany and its collaborators during World War II. The Germans called this “the final solution to the Jewish question.” The word Holocaust is derived from the Greek holokauston, a translation of the Hebrew word 'olah, meaning a burnt sacrifice offered whole to God. This word was chosen because in the ultimate manifestation of the Nazi killing program - the extermination camps - the bodies of the victims were consumed whole in crematoria and open fires. 


We are entering the time of year when researchers travel to different areas to research and I welcome the opportunity to showcase the work that has been accomplished at the History Center and help them with family research. Since I became historian in 2001, I have been available to researchers by appointment as well as every Friday from 9am to 4pm. Researchers needing appointments who cannot come Fridays during business hours can call my office for a night or weekend appointment. 

The History Center is located at the Town Hall, the old Blount-Parker Recreation Building, downstairs in what was the bowling alley, 1992 Harwood Drive in Sandy Creek. I can be reached by phone at 387-5456 x 7 or by e-mail at historian@sandycreekny.us. Our web site address is http://sandycreekny.tripod.com/ 
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