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Long, long ago in a time before masks, people gathered joyfully at a large but somewhat rude shed-pavilion at the end of a rough, single-lane dirt road. Coils of white steam rose vigorously from the galvanized vent pipes atop the roof.

Standing before a wood-fired evaporator, a man explained how dozens of gallons of maple water are boiled off to produce one gallon of maple syrup. Nearby in a much smaller shed, the clear-acrylic chamber of a vacuum pump displayed sap being drawn from the collection lines before periodically being flushed into the storage tank.
Tables were lined with samples: Swedish meatballs and cupcakes and glazed nuts, cookies and cooked carrots and fudge – all containing maple syrup or sugar as a common ingredient.


My wife sampled selectively, moderately. I sampled shamelessly, ignoring my wife’s look of bemusement. Then we both sucked on spotza (caramelized maple syrup) and watched super-heated syrup erupt into maple sugar.
These were scenes at the Baer Brothers Maple Camp near Somerset during Maple Weekend Taste & Tour last year. While I didn’t know it at the time, that weekend was the last “normal” weekend I remember before the pandemic began to exert its grip on our region.
Now maple season events are getting underway again. Traditionally the kickoff is a tree tapping ceremony held at one of the sugar camps; this year’s is scheduled for 2:00 p.m. on February 27 at the Sechler Sugar Shack near Confluence.
Tree taps are the little tubes – called “spiles” in Somerset County – that are hammered into the tree to release the sugar maple’s sap. Although the ceremonial tapping is done in late February, maple runs often precede that event.
Maple Weekend Taste & Tour usually occurs mid-season. This year’s is scheduled for March 13 and 14, and the tour seems to grow each year.

The 2021 weekend will feature 23 sites, including 21 working maple camps. Each offers a different experience.
Most of the camps are modern business operations with shiny evaporators in buildings that are relatively new; a few camps are downright comfy.  But several are much more traditional and provide a real sense of the rustically homey, family-friendly operations that sugar camps have tended to be over the generations.

To get a real sense of this traditional industry’s history, include the Somerset Historical Center on your tour itinerary, where you will see historical camp set-ups and producing techniques.

Samples and their availability will vary from stop to stop. But you will be amazed at the wide variety of food types, recipes and products that use maple in one form or another.

Speaking of food, the tour options include the Somerset Alliance Church, where the Listie Volunteer Fire Company will serve traditional sourdough buckwheat cakes, pancakes, local sausage and “puddin” – all with plenty of maple syrup.

Both the tree-tapping ceremony and the Taste & Tour should not be too hampered by the pandemic, since the former is outdoors and the latter scatters people all over the county. (SomersetCountyMaple.org) The question will be whether the season’s biggest event can take place this year.

The pandemic doomed Meyersdale’s 73rd Annual Pennsylvania Maple Festival. But organizers remain hopeful for the 74th event, which has been moved back a full month to April 24-25, 28; and May 1-2.
Currently, all of the traditional events are on the schedule – the Maple Queen Contest, the Grand Feature Parade, Quilt Show, Lions’ Club pancakes and sausage, and the usual Festival Park offerings: Meyers Homestead, Country Story, Sugar Camp, Sit & Sip Garden, concessions, live entertainment, kids activities, arts/craft vendors and living history demonstrations. (PaMapleFestival.com)
Many of those activities may be tougher to pull off amid a lingering pandemic. However, Maple Festival organizers are used to dealing with challenging conditions – usually weather-related – and I wish them well.
Maple season would be a great time to get back to normal.
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