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    According to National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) National Centers for 

Environmental Information, twenty-nine states, including every state east of the Mississippi River, set 

records for the warmest December in recorded history (dating back to 1895) in 2015. Nationally, 

December 2015 was 6 degrees warmer than the 20th-century average for the month. And, for the year, 

every state in the lower 48 reported temperatures that were warmer than average. 

    Across the North Country, this winter has been, for the most part anyway, uncharacteristically warm. 

In December and January walkers and joggers were active in fairly large numbers almost daily. 

Motorcycle enthusiasts and even a few convertible owners could be seen on the roads from time to 

time, as well. I actually saw flowering yellow and purple crocuses and tulips that were 4 inches out of 

the ground at Christmas. And I was told that irises were breaking ground in some places, too.  

    I wondered what such unseasonably warm weather might mean for the Maple syrup industry. After 

all, sugaring is weather-related. Production hinges on the freezing nights and daytime thaws that cause 

sap to run. Optimum sap production occurs when nighttime temperatures fall into the 20s and daytime 

temperatures range in the 40s, preferably with sunny skies; conditions associated with the winter 

season gradually transitioning to spring. 

    Area maple syrup producers generally tap their trees in late February and / or early March in 

anticipation of four to six weeks of sap flow in March and April. But this year, several producers had at 

least some of their taps up early. Most have had sap runs already, too. And a number of those in or near 

the Champlain and St. Lawrence Valleys have already made syrup.   

   Joy Herfurth of Brandy Brook Maple Farm in Ellenburg Center reported making a small amount of 

syrup on Feb 3rd, stating that it was their “earliest syrup ever” and that the flavor was outstanding. She 

compared it to caramel.  

    Marvin and Tammy Bechard, of Bechard’s Sugar House in West Chazy, reported making 60 gallons of 

maple syrup from 5,800 taps. (When fully set up, Bechard’s is a 7,600-tap operation.) Sap sugar content 

was between 1.9 and 2.0 percent; exceptional for early-run sap. 

    On their Facebook page, David and Kelly Smart of Rand Hill Maple, a 52,000-tap enterprise in Altona, 

reported the date of their first boil as Feb 2nd. In a Feb. 10th email communication, the Smarts told me 

that they had made approximately 900 gallons of syrup and that their sap sugar content was 

approximately 1.7 – 1.8 percent, better than one would expect for a first run.  

   Many smaller operations and those at higher elevations report that they have been collecting sap, but 

have not yet boiled. David and Angela Swan, of Homestead Maple in Chazy, report collecting 200 gallons 

of sap with only about half of their taps in. They have not yet made syrup. Michael Farrell, Director of 

the Cornell Uihlein Sugar Maple Research Station in Lake Placid said that they have also collected sap, 

but to date have not boiled.  



    In recent years, scientists at Cornell University, the University of Vermont’s Proctor Maple Research 

Center, and elsewhere have been looking closely at changes in the onset and duration of the maple 

sugaring season. In testimony before Congress in 2007, Proctor director Timothy Perkins said the 

Vermont sugaring season began about 8 days earlier and ended about 11 days earlier than it did 40 

prior. A Cornell study, funded by the New York State Agricultural Experiment Station and NOAA, 

completed in 2010, looked at the relationship between sap flow and temperature at thousands of 

locations from North Carolina to Quebec to Minnesota. Those researchers determined that starting 

dates for tapping maples in the Northeast are now about a week earlier than in 1970.  

    As I write this, however, meteorologists are predicting that weekend temperatures are going to 

plummet. Some places are expected to see nighttime low temperatures in the twenty-to-thirty-below-

zero range. We'll have to wait and see what the effects a sudden, intense cold snap will be on trees and 

flowering plants. It’s impossible to know. But, I have noticed a number of trees here and there, including 

maples, with buds that have already started to swell. When buds start to swell, they begin to lose the 

ability to withstand exceedingly cold winter temperatures. Early in development there is often a wide 

range between the temperatures that cause little damage and those that cause severe damage. But, as 

they get nearer to bloom, the range between slight and severe damage becomes very small.  

  

  

  

Photo Caption: Lending a Hand – Folks from Homestead Maple in Chazy and Bechard’s Sugar House in 

West Chazy worked together to get their trees tapped, this year 
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