
Maple syrup is one of the oldest forms of sweet-
eners, its use dating back hundreds of years. 
Maple syrup comes from maple tree sap, 

which is collected from living trees and boiled down to 
the thick, sweet syrup many of us like to pour over our 
pancakes.
The sugar maple tree (Acer saccharum) is most com-
monly used in maple sugaring, but all maples produce 
sap that can be converted to maple syrup. Though not 
as high in sugar content as the sugar maple, the sap of 
bigleaf maple trees (Acer macrophyllum) grown in the 
Pacific Northwest produces excellent syrup. In addition 
to the delicious flavor, maple sap and syrup are high 
in minerals, such as potassium, calcium, magnesium, 
manganese, iron, and zinc, and can boost your energy 
without spiking your blood sugar level.

Bigleaf maple characteristics
Bigleaf maple trees tend to grow in coarse, gravelly, 
moist soils and among mixed groups of trees such as red 
alder, Douglas-fir, and western hemlock. The best bigleaf 
maple trees to tap are those with a wide-open crown and 
a trunk diameter between 4 and 18 inches. Young maples 
forming clusters of multiple shoots, or suckers, tend to 
work well due to their smooth bark and expansive root 
system. The bark of older bigleaf maple trees is grayish-
brown and shallowly grooved, which makes tapping 
more difficult.
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In the Pacific Northwest, sap 
collection is done in the late 
fall and winter (after the leaves 
have dropped) through early 
spring prior to bud-break. 
The sap is made up of water, 
dissolved minerals, sugars, 
vitamins, and amino acids. It 
moves from the roots of the 
tree up the stem through the 
sapwood to provide water and 
nutrients to various parts of 
the tree. This happens when 
nighttime temperatures are 
at or near freezing. During the day when the tempera-
ture warms, sap flows back down the tree. The sap flow 
quantity and quality will depend on weather conditions, 
available moisture, and the soil type. Concentrations of 
micro- and macronutrients that are in the soil will have 
an effect on the color and taste of the maple syrup. 

Collecting sap

Begin by gathering supplies. You will need: 
■■ A spile (a specialized spout inserted into the tree 
for the sap to flow through)

Bigleaf maple trees.
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■■ A drill
■■ A drill bit (sized to fit the width of the spile)
■■ Hammer
■■ Tubing (or use a sap bag)
■■ A container to catch sap

To start the maple sugaring process, you’ll need to tap a 
tree by drilling a hole at a slight upward angle into the 
trunk of the tree at a comfortable working height. The 
width of your drill bit should be equivalent to that of 
your spile. Most spiles require either a 7/16- or 5/16-inch bit. 
If you are using a 7/16-inch spile, drill  the hole 2 to 21/2 
inches into the tree. If you are using a 5/16-inch spile, drill 
the hole 11/4 to 2 inches deep. Gently tap the spile into the 
hole with a hammer; the fit should be snug. If the sap is 
flowing, you should immediately see sap dripping from 
the spile. Attach tubing to the spile to allow the sap to 
flow downwards into the collection container. A plastic 
milk jug works well as a collection container because 
it is a closed collection system that keeps out debris, 
insects, and rainwater. Sap bags also work well and can 
be attached directly to the spile. When the sap is flowing, 
collect it daily. Store the sap at a temperature of 38°F or 
colder and use within 7 days of collection. Boil the sap 
prior to use to eliminate any possible bacterial growth. 
You can store the sap in your freezer for longer-term 
storage. Tap trees only once per season and remove spiles 
in the spring to allow the bark to heal. 

Making syrup

Making syrup requires a different set of supplies than maple 
sugaring. You will need large pots, a stove, filter paper, a 
funnel, a candy thermometer, and glass containers to store 
the syrup. You’ll also need time; boiling down gallons of sap 
takes a lot of it. Here are the steps to make syrup:

1.	 Boil the excess water from the sap. A large quantity 
of steam is generated by boiling sap. So, it is best 
to do this process outside. Indoors, process small 
batches and ensure good ventilation.

2.	 Continue to boil the sap until it takes on the con-
sistency of syrup. Using a candy thermometer, 
check the temperature and finish the boil when the 
temperature reaches 7°F above the boiling point of 
water. The boiling point of water differs based on 
your elevation, so at sea level, the syrup is finished at 
219°F. 

3.	 Strain the hot syrup through a filter to remove the 
natural mineral deposits, called “sugar sand.”

4.	 Pour syrup into a sterile jar and seal. Store in the 
refrigerator up to 2 months.

It takes about 40 parts maple sap to make 1 part maple 
syrup. That means it takes 10 gallons of sap to make 1 quart 
of syrup. 
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(1) Drill hole 
into the tree at an angle, (2) insert spile, 

and (3) fasten receptacle to spile.
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