
The sugar maple is a tall, deciduous tree known
for its colorful autumn leaves and sweet sap,
which is used to make maple syrup. It is native
to North America and can grow up to 100 feet
tall, with a rounded crown and deeply lobed
leaves. The sugar maple is an extremely
important tree to Indigenous peoples
throughout its growth range and is beloved for
its beauty and utility. 
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INTRODUCTION

MAPLE

2 ECOLOGY
Sugar maples thrive in temperate forests with well-
drained, slightly acidic soils. They prefer cool climates
and are commonly found in the north and northeastern
United States and in eastern Canada. These trees are
critical to forest ecosystems, providing food and shelter
for animals like squirrels, birds, and insects. The dense
canopy of sugar maples also helps regulate forest
temperatures and prevent soil erosion.

3 HISTORY
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Sugar maples have been valued for sap since Indigenous peoples

first developed techniques for collecting and boiling them into
syrup and sugar. As settlers moved in, they often clear-cut
ancient sugarbush forests, limiting the availability of maple
products in Native communities. However, tribes have been

replanting stands of maple trees, protecting this source of food
and medicine. European settlers eventually adopted traditional
sugaring methods and exploited syrup production, becoming a
significant industry in North America. During the 19th century,
maple syrup was a primary sweetener before the widespread

availability of cane sugar.

For Indigenous peoples, the sugar maple is a vitally important plant relative. Tribes like the
Haudenosaunee, Abenaki, Dakota, and Anishinaabe harvest maple sap to make syrup and sugar,
often in communal gatherings and ceremonies (now commonly known as “sugarbush” in English)
that celebrate the return of spring. Indigenous peoples used various parts of the sugar maple tree
for medicinal purposes. The fresh sap is consumed as a natural energy drink, while the bark is used
in teas to treat coughs and gastrointestinal upset. Maple is also healing to the pancreas, thus
helping those who suffer from diabetes. Maple syrup is a natural sweetener rich in antioxidants and
minerals like manganese and zinc. It contains fewer calories than honey and is free from artificial
additives, making it a healthier alternative to processed sugars when used in moderation.

TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE

Scientific Name: Acer saccharum
Dakota Name: Chanhasan
Ojibwe Name: Ninaatig
Common Name: Sugar Maple
Other: 
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Sugarbushing is a process that begins in the
early spring, when daytime temperatures are
above freezing and nighttime temperatures
are still below freezing. Traditionally, minor
cuts are made in maple trees, and a basket is
set underneath to catch the sap. These days,
most people use small metal tubes called
“spiles,” which are tapped into the tree and
used as a “maple sap faucet.” After sap is
collected, it is cooked over a fire to thicken
into maple syrup and eventually maple sugar. 

FORAGING AND HARVESTING
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PRESERVATION
Sugar maple sap is perishable and must be
boiled into syrup or frozen soon after
collection. The syrup itself is long-lasting 

COMMON THREATS

8
CULINARY USES

The sugar maple faces several challenges from pests, diseases,
and environmental conditions. Some of its common pests

include the maple gall mites, which cause abnormal growths
on leaves, and the Asian longhorned beetle, which tunnels into

the wood and can weaken or kill trees. Diseases such as tar
spot create black spots on leaves, while verticillium wilt affects

the tree’s water flow, sometimes leading to branch dieback.
Climate change and habitat loss also threaten sugar maples,

affecting their ability to produce sap. To manage these
challenges, conservationists encourage biodiversity, monitor

tree health, and take measures to control invasive pests.
Indigenous peoples carefully manage maple trees to ensure

the health of their sugarbush stands.

Maple syrup is versatile. It can be used as a topping for pancakes, waffles, and oatmeal or as a
sweetener in baked goods and marinades. Maple sugar can also replace granulated sugar in recipes
for a unique flavor.
1.Making Syrup: Boil fresh sap to evaporate water until it thickens into syrup.
2.Candy: Heat the syrup to a higher temperature and cool it rapidly to make maple candy.
3.Glazing: Use maple syrup as a glaze for roasted vegetables or meats.
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when stored in airtight containers. Dried or powdered maple sugar is
another way to preserve the sweetness of the sap for extended use. Maple
syrup can be preserved by:
1.Canning: Process in sterilized jars for long-term storage.
2.Freezing: Freeze in small batches to maintain freshness.
3.Granulating: Boil syrup further to create granulated maple sugar.
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