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work gets boiled down, literally, into sticky 
gold. Good friends help pass the time. 

�e Colburns are native to northeast 
Vermont, which, along with surrounding 
states and provinces, produces more 
than 90% of the world’s supply of maple 
syrup. Yet, the couple, both of whom 
work o�-the-farm jobs�Mark as a 
heavy equipment operator and Hope as 
a vice president and commercial loan 
o�cer of a local bank�didn’t get into 
sugaring themselves until the mid-2000s. 
�at’s when they acted on a dream and 
purchased a former dairy farm that 
included a signi�cant stand of rock 
maples. Since then, they’ve added to their 
acreage, on which they also grow hay for 
sale and maintain a herd of about 70 head 
of hormone-free, pasture-fed beef ca�le.

Beginning with about 11,000 taps, the 
Colburns installed the latest in high-tech 
equipment from the start. Like many 
producers today, they use vacuum pumps 
and hoses that suck the sap from the trees, 
replacing traditional buckets and sleds that 
once transported sap to the sugarhouse. 
Now, the Colburn operation consists of 

20,000 taps on 160 wooded acres�what 
is typically referred to as “sugar bush” 
by maple producers�that produce 
approximately 8,500 gallons of syrup in an 
average year. 

“We’d heard sugaring was an 
addiction,” recalls Hope. “And it’s so true, 
because once we started, it was just one 
of those things that kept growing and 
growing and growing.” To help manage 
their “maple jones,” Hope and Mark have 
help from their two children, Devin and 
Lauren, and Lauren’s husband, Nick Baker, 
the only member of the team who works 
on the farm full time. 

Addiction or not, the maple industry 
in both the U.S. and Canada, the largest 
producer, has thrived despite changing 
climatic conditions that have reduced 
the sugaring season by an average of 
�ve days as compared to 50 years ago. 
Production has grown well over 50% 
since 2008, fueled in part by rising prices. 
In 2012, the average wholesale price of 
a gallon of syrup went for $39.10 in the 
U.S., an increase of 28% from a decade 
earlier. �at’s a record-high price and 

approximately 11 times the price of crude 
oil last year. 

�e increase in production has been 
made possible by a jump in the number of 
taps, as well as the high-tech equipment 
used to harvest sap and convert it into 
syrup. �e tubing and vacuum pumps 
are typically part of a process that also 
includes large stainless steel vats for 
storage and the evaporation process. 

�en there’s the reverse-osmosis 
machine, or R/O. Costing upward of 
$50,000 or more, the R/O speeds up the 
process of turning sap into syrup by further 
concentrating the sugar content of the 
sap. �at, in turn, saves money on the fuel 
needed to evaporate additional water in 
later stages of production. 

Nick estimates there are some 250 
miles of tubes running through the 
Colburns’ sugar bush, all of which have 
to be inspected constantly�o�entimes 
by foot over hilly terrain that’s frequently 
covered by snow. Temperatures that 
regularly dip to 20 below and lower can 
crack the rubber hoses, and squirrels 
apparently love to chew on them. �e 
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