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hat does an arboretum manager do during the long, bitter winters
of the Midwest? Dave Nelson, manager of the Andrews University
Arboretum grounds department, and his crew find plenty to do.
“We trim trees and shrubs, shovel snow from all the sidewalks and
the building entrances and repair our machinery,” he explains.
But on his personal time, Nelson also produces maple syrup,
most of it from campus trees, particularly those in the Grove. His
wife Judy, a reference librarian at the James White Library, helps.
Dave explains, “My wife and I do everything together. We do
Pathfinders together, we do Sabbath School together and we do
maple syrup together.”
The university allows them to tap the trees, and the Nelsons in
turn furnish a half-pint of syrup to various donors. The development office staff also take some as gifts for donors as they travel
around the world.
During the past few years, the Nelsons have also set up a demonstration in the Grove on a Sunday, allowing campus and community people to experience this bit of Americana. With a bucket visible
at the base of almost every tree, and sap boiling down in a pan on
a makeshift stove, Dave and Judy explain the process and offer visitors a taste of the real thing on bits of waffles.
Dave says, “I always wanted to do it. When I was 10 or 12, I
helped a friend’s grandfather collect sap, and I knew I wanted to
make maple syrup.” He read books and talked with several maplesyrup producers. After poring over catalogs, he purchased equipment, set it up in the barn behind their Berrien Springs home, and
began.

Buckets stand guard at the tapped maple trees in the Grove. Judy
Nelson ties tags on small jugs of pure maple syrup. Right: At a campus demonstration, Dave Nelson displays the sample test kit by
which the syrup is graded by color.
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“We are state-licensed as a food establishment, a processing
only when we have a sufficient supply of sap.” The evaporator
plant,”adds Dave. A state inspector visits regularly.
burns about 12 gallons of fuel oil per hour. At the end of the seaThe date production begins each year depends on the weather.
son they wash all the equipment again.
As spring approaches, it takes nights below freezing and days
How much do they produce per year? In 1994, their first season,
above freezing to make the sap flow. Generally, the season for the
they collected 800 gallons of sap. Last year they got over 4,000 galNelsons begins in January as they check and clean all the equiplons. Dave explains, “If the sap is one percent sugar, it takes 86 galment. They tap the trees in mid-February. Using a 7/16-inch drill
lons to make one gallon of syrup.” Some years it takes 50-60 galbit, Dave drills a hole about two inches deep into the tree—at a
lons of sap per gallon of syrup. The average is 40:1. It depends on
10-degree upward angle, or the sap will collect
various factors: If the weather gets too warm
and invite microbial activity. He a puts a spile,
or it doesn’t freeze at night, there is not much
or spout, into each hole, with a covered bucket
sap. Also, an individual tree can vary from one
Alumni have many
below, then waits for the sap to run.
year to the next. Dave almost didn’t tap one
He and Judy check the buckets daily. When
memories of the Grove... that did poorly the last two or three years, but
the sap is running, they spend two to three
in 1999 it redeemed itself.
hours each day collecting it and pouring it into
Location also affects production. Maple trees
Now a little bottle of
large barrels in their pickup truck. They then
along the road have a higher concentration of
maple syrup,
take it home for processing. “Sap may run for
sugar because their larger canopy of leaves
a while, then stop if the weather turns cold
produces more food that is stored in the roots
produced by the
again, and resume when the conditions are
for spring.
right,” says Dave.
The Nelsons often get 400 gallons of sap in a
arboretum manager
Once home, they filter the sap and put it into
24-hour period, maybe 200 after a warmer or
storage tanks, where it runs into their 4-footand a reference librarian, windy day. Campus Safety called the Nelsons
by-10-inch evaporator, which nearly fills the
one night to let them know the wind had
revives all
barn behind their house. As it enters the evapblown over the buckets. Dave and Judy put a
orator, the sap runs through a preheater that
wheelbarrow full of bricks into their pickup,
those memories.
brings the temperature to 180-200 degrees
drove to campus and anchored the buckets
Fahrenheit. The evaporator has two pans,
with bricks.
where the sap boils, evaporating the water and
Syrup from the Andrews campus has travcondensing the sap into a syrup. “We check it with a hydrometer
eled around the world. Alumni have many memories of the Grove:
to make sure it’s the right consistency,” says Dave. They filter the
strolling among maples, maybe a courtship or engagement, picnics
sap again to remove the residue of minerals, called sugar sand,
with or without tables, family reunions, or maybe a quick jaunt
then transfer it to a bottling unit. Once the sap is bottled, they tie
through the trees to reach trails leading down to the St. Joseph
hand-crafted tags onto each bottle.
River. Now a little bottle of maple syrup, produced by the arboreThe evaporator needs a minimum of 100 gallons of sap to fill it
tum manager and a reference librarian, revives all those memories.
and an additional 500-600 gallons to operate efficiently. “I don’t
start it until we have that much,” Dave explains, “and we use it

Photos (clockwise): Bucket at the tapped maple
trees in the Grove. At the Nelsons’ syrup-making
demonstration in the Grove, Konner Dent holds
his family’s purchase. Anthony Arthur and uncle
David Heise sample the maple syrup. The final
product results in a delicious breakfast. Dave
Nelson pours sap from bucket.

Madeline Johnston is a freelance writer and photographer
who also advises the Student Movement every week.
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