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The History of Maple Syrup
Sometimes sweet things can come out of frustrating accidents. Legend 
has it that maple syrup was first discovered when a Native American 
chief accidentally embedded his tomahawk1 into a maple tree. Sap began 
to flow out of the broken bark, and his clever wife decided to cook that 
night’s supper in this strange “tree water.” That evening, they all enjoyed 
a deliciously sweetened meal, and thus began a delectable2 tradition of 
harvesting and enjoying the trees’ syrup.

There is another Native American legend related to the discovery of maple 
syrup. One day, a  woman was cooking moose (yes, the animal—not the 
chocolate delicacy, which is “mousse”) for a meal when the water boiled 
out of her pot. So, she used a little ingenuity3 and refilled the pot with 
maple sap, which turned into syrup as it was cooked.

Whether or not these stories are true, people have 
savored4 maple syrup through the centuries and it 
remains popular today. Native Americans, who were 
the first to discover it, enjoyed maple syrup in many 
ways. Some tribes used it for preserving food for the 
winter. The women, who were in charge of harvesting 
and preparing the syrup, had their own method for 
doing so. They made V-cuts in the bark of the maple 
trees and collected the sap in birch bowls.

The work wasn’t over yet, though. Natural tree sap is 
watery and not nearly as tasty as real maple syrup. 
The water must evaporate in order to change into the 
sticky sweet brown stuff that we know and love. 

Resourceful5 Native American women came up with different techniques to accomplish this goal. Some 
would simply leave the bucket outside and let the cold air do the job. Water has a higher freezing point 
than sugar, so the water would freeze first, while the sugary syrup remained on the bottom of the 
bucket. The women would then dispose of the frozen water and keep only the remaining syrup. Other 
women boiled the sap into syrup in kettles or pots.

European colonists were introduced to the tasty syrup when they settled in North America. The 
Native Americans were not the only resourceful ones; the colonists had good ideas, too! Knowing that 
transporting cane sugar from England to the colonies would be difficult, they decided to make maple 
sugar instead. They used wooden spouts to guide the sap flow, and hollowed-out logs to catch it.

1 tomahawk – light axe, used by Native Americans
2 delectable – flavorful; delicious
3 ingenuity – inventiveness
4 savored – enjoyed
5 resourceful – creative; inventive

Buckets like these were used to 
collect sap in the 1800s. Credit: 
Minnesota Historical Society, 
Wikimedia

A modern-day sugar shack, where maple-tree sap is boiled. 
Don’t try boiling your sap inside your own home, though. 
The process creates a lot of steam and can make your walls 
sticky. Credit: Michel Rathwell from Cornwall, Wikimedia




