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Meet a Sugar maker
As part of our series highlighting Members,
we’re sharing shot interviews with Vermont’s
sugar makers, large and small, near and far.
On November 11, 2020. Cory had a conversation with James and John Buck of Buck
Family Maple Farm in Washington, Vermont.
CORY: Tell me how you got to this point in your business?
According to your website, Buck Family Maple started over
25 years ago.
JOHN: I wouldn’t say it was a business back then. Our backyard set up was originally to have some fun with James and
his sister, Lauren. It was just a roasting pan and sap from two
trees. We just wanted to be a part of the season. I had friends
in school that had sugarhouses. I helped them over the years.
JAMES: As noted, we started with two taps in the backyard,
then that grew to eight taps. Then we got permission to tap
further in the woods on our neighbor’s property. At the height
of our backyard operation, we had approximately 120 taps.
We built seasonally constructed arches that had to be taken
down every year. For a while, we had a tarp over a swing set
to protect us from the elements. Then my dad built our first
sugarhouse by hand in 2006. There was no machinery used
at all. For that sugarhouse, we bought a barrel arch from
former Vermont Governor, Madeleine Kunin. We boiled off
of that arch for a few years. Then our neighbor made us a 2x4
custom evaporator with tubular flews that were submerged
and ran through the back pan. After that, there were two
more configurations of it. With the last coming when I was
a Junior in High School. In 2010, we put in a concrete floor,
and that was a retro fit. After that, we had a change in thinking. We starting looking into land to build a new operation.
We looked in the Waterbury area first, with the idea that we
could truck sap back to the house. There were complications
with some parcels and none of them worked out. In the end,
we purchased property in Washington. We got up to 160
taps, with tubing and buckets. We would work after school.
At that time, we didn’t have any trails or snowmobiles for
getting around. We had a dumping station with mainline, and
no lateral lines. Later that was added in. In 2012, we started
clearing the land, milling wood and building the sugarhouse.
It took time to build the sugarhouse with working full time.

James and John Buck

In 2017, we made and sold our first maple syrup. We traded
the syrup in Waterbury, sold a little bit locally, mostly curbside. And there was a lot of personal consumption. A lot of
years, we’d only make 12 gallons. In the 20 years of boiling in
Waterbury, we might have made 100 gallons total.
CORY: John, you were a wildlife biologist. I imagine becoming a bird-friendly operation was an easy transition because
of your background?
JOHN: I thought it was an easy, seamless way to go. We
worked with them over the course of a year. When Steve
Hagenbuch at Audubon Vermont started the program, we
noticed that we were already doing a lot of those practices. I
like the thought of being a good steward and highly support
the program. It’s good for the woods and it’s good for sugar
makers. I hope that other sugar makers become certified.
CORY: Earlier this Spring, I saw that your maple was in one
of Collaborative Brewing’s beers. Is this the first time your
maple has been used in a beer recipe?
JAMES: Both of us have dabbled in homebrewing, but not too
much recently. I’ve always wanted to brew with maple, but I
just haven’t got around to it. I am friends with the brewery
owners. About two years ago, I approached Collaborative
Brewing and asked if they needed some maple syrup to brew
with. At the time they didn’t have any plans for recipes with
maple. Although, they were interested in the idea. Later on,
they developed a recipe with maple incorporated. They gave
us two kegs of it for a baby shower. We’re hoping they decide
to brew this beer again. Last year, its release was in March,
and it would have coincided nicely with Maple Open House
Weekend.
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CORY: James, you have a young son. You must be excited to
raise him around the sugarhouse?
JAMES: I hope he takes an active role in the operation. Of
course, that will be up to him to decide. Part of the tradition
with sugaring is passing it on to the younger generation.
CORY: What does he think of the taste of maple?
JAMES: He didn’t light up with his first taste, but he didn’t
spit it out either. Because he’s still under a year, we mix it in a
little bit with bland foods. He certainly likes it.
JOHN: To be fair, Henry doesn’t turn any food down, haha.
As James said, hopefully Henry takes to sugaring. Doing it
with family is a lot of fun. The sugarhouse is a great gathering
spot. Sometimes we’ll just meet there and have a picnic.
CORY: Are there any plans for the future for the operation?

CORY: John and James, what are your favorite parts of the
sugaring process?
JAMES: I can tell you quickly what I don’t like, haha. Pulling
taps is my least favorite.
JOHN: For me, it’s walking through the woods. I like looking
at trees, ones we’ve tapped and the ones we don’t. Our
sugarbush is currently 10 miles from an Emerald Ash Borer
outbreak. We’re expecting that should change our forest in
the next 15 years. So, I’m already thinking of what everything
will look like in the future.
JAMES: I’m reminded of this every season. We all know how
to make syrup, and we don’t think much of it until someone
from outside of the industry learns about it. People are
surprised that maple syrup comes from trees. I get a lot of
enjoyment in people learning and seeing the process. You
can tell that they see how hard it is, and they see the value of
what you do as a sugar maker. For example, I communicate
with people in Brazil for work. Those people are familiar with
cane sugar. I’ve made several trips there for work and I’ve
brought maple with me. They love maple syrup. They want to
find ways to get it easier. Again, it’s easy for them to imagine
the process, but they don’t know the equipment involved.
People in Brazil don’t know what a sugarhouse looks like, but
they know what it tastes like.

JAMES: We have a long list of short-term tasks, directly
sugaring related. We have a pile of woods work. There’s been
a lot logging done on the land. There’s a lot of hand work to
thin the land that hasn’t happened yet. Tubing maintenance
is a big component of our seasonal work. We’ve talked about
expansion. We’re still new and trying to get back to neutral
on our investments. There are a lot of fixed costs that are
currently a barrier.
JOHN: Currently, we have a 25-foot travel trailer that’s
sometimes used for sleeping. It’s a cramped space. A cabin
would be nice, but certainly a big project. We have 20 acres
of sugar maples that we could tap if we manage well. We’d
have to start grooming now. Maybe when Henry is a young
man, he could tap into them. That’s certainly a futuristic
idea. I’m not sure we’re ready to take on other aspects for
the business. The upside of COVID was there was no one in
the sugarhouse. It allowed James and I to dial in efficiencies,
which was very helpful. It was just the two of us. We learned
how to make that work.
JAMES: That was a big take away this year (2020 season)
but, we were forced into it. It would have been nice to have
friends over. This year, pretty much all boils were just the
two of us. It was a lot of work. It wasn’t a major undertaking,
but a bit of planning. We had no distractions with no friends
around.
CORY: I can imagine it was an interesting season.
JAMES: It was, but as always, it was a lot of fun. I get really
excited for sap to start flowing. I’m bouncing off the walls
trying to get everything ready... continued on page 4

If you’d like to be featured in this section in a future newsletter, please email
Allison at allison@vermontmaple.org or Cory at cory@vermontmaple.org.
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There’s a sense of urgency that consumes everything I do. Everything else is on hold. I’m fortunate that my workplace is flexible
with my sugaring. I love getting going early or staying up late and it only happens for a few weeks. I would assume others have
the same feelings.
CORY: I’m out of questions. Is there anything either one of you would like to add?
JOHN: I’d like to put a plug in for the association. We’ve found good value with being a member. We feel that there’s a great
information exchange and great momentum for or against regulations. I would encourage anyone on the fence about being a
member to look into it. I would welcome any call to talk to anyone thinking about it.
JOHN: One other thought. Sugar makers are competing for market share, but in the bigger picture we’re are one big family,
always willing to lend a hand to each other.
JAMES: I remember Glenn Goodrich once saying “our real challenge is fake sugar as an ingredient. Maple syrup has such a
small portion of the national field. We need to be brothers in arms.” That’s a very humble statement that shows good awareness of where maple sits on the national and world level.
JOHN: Regardless of taps. Everyone gets the same sensations out of it. Glenn is a very good ambassador. Everyone is an
important part of the Vermont maple community. Also, with the season being only 8-10 weeks, you get a lot of forest time. We
have to live by the trees. It’s their call on sap production and forest health. Otherwise, it’s human time. We think of time in 60
years or so. Trees think in 300 years, etc. We have to live within the boundaries of it.
JAMES: It’s certainly hard to think in forest time. The actions you take in the woods can last a long time. A lot of cases you might
not see the tangible/money reward. You might not see the reward of modifications in woods, but someone else might years
down the line. That can be frustrating. For example, the 1 inch trees I take care of, I might not be able to tap them. Maybe Henry
or his kids can take advantage. I might not see trees produce sap. I have to be okay with that. A lot of our woods were a pasture
at one point. Most trees had never been tapped by us. We’re lucky that previous owner let those trees grow.
CORY: John and James, thank you for your time, and good luck with the upcoming season.
JOHN AND JAMES: Thanks!

TRANSPORT TANKS - SAP SILOS
LAPIERRE always offers superior
quality equipment that increases your
efficiency. And we have some news!

THIRSTY
FOR SPACE

LAPIERRE USA SWANTON
102 Airport Access Road, Swanton, VT

802 868-2328 | 833 548-5454

Your sugar bush is growing and you are
thirsty for space to store your sap or permeate. This means using equipment that delivers
performance and that you can trust. Introducing
our new stainless steel SAP SILOS.
Using our SAP SILOS is beneficial for at
least three good reasons: they provide you
with storage space adapted to your needs,
they avoid the need to expand or build and
maintain a building to install new tanks, and
they use equipment that has its own cleaning
system. In addition, you can also opt for our
sap transport solutions using our TRANSPORTATION TANKS. This equipment is available in
several customizable options.
FOR GUIDANCE, CONTACT OUR EXPERTS.
Information available at elapierre.com
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