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By Alex Lambert
Staff  Writer

Rankin – Thousands of visitors 
across the province recently cel-
ebrated a sweet side of Canadian 
heritage by showcasing one of its 
most iconic delicacies and all it 
entails—maple syrup.

Mapleside Sugar Bush at Rankin 
was among the sugar bushes that 
welcomed hundreds of visitors to an 
immersive behind-the-scenes look 
at the syrup-making process last 
weekend. Owner Ray Bonenberg 
said his operation was one of 75 
in Ontario participating in what he 
described as a “golden opportunity.”

Hundreds had the opportunity to 
meet local syrup producers, try their 
products, learn how they’re created 
and see live demonstrations. The 
annual family-friendly outing ca-
tered to everyone from newcomers 
and amateur enthusiasts to syrup 
aficionados.

Coordinated by the Ontario Maple 
Syrup Producers Association, the 
governing body for syrup producers 
across the province, Mr. Bonenberg 
said it sees annual participation 
from members as far as London 
and Cornwall to northern Ontario. 
Guests had the chance to explore 

the massive operation in all its glory, 
witness a live boiling demonstration 
and try a few product samples.

Preserving and sharing the art of 
maple syrup are part of the associa-
tion’s mandate and that’s reflected in 
their annual Maple Weekend.

Mr. Bonenberg said since starting 

in 2015, the special occasion has 
grown to draw tens of thousands of 
attendees across the province, about 
a third of which are kids. He said 
there’s just as much interest in the 
businesses’ inner workings, like the 
meticulous boiling process, as there 
is in its outdoor components, like 
the 34,000 feet of food-grade pipes.

“After a long winter, people want 
to get out. They like to go for a walk 
in the bush,” he said. “It’s not just 
the syrup part but the forests that 
intrigues people as well.”

Despite rainy weather grinding the 
opening day to a halt, Sunday was 
well attended and staff were kept 
on their toes. Mapleside welcomed 
more visitors in the first hour than 
all of Saturday.

“This is a great opportunity to 
teach people about sugaring at sug-
aring time, instead of static displays 
and photos,” he said. “We try to give 
an experience that’s simple, but 
relevant to maple as an icon and a 
history of our culture.”

Mr. Bonenberg often shares fun 
facts and explains complicated 
elements in finer detail. He said 
making syrup is no easy task. There 
are rules, especially at such a large 
scale, and something as small as a 
change in cloud cover can make a 

difference in batches.
The interior portion of his tour 

is dedicated to the elephant in the 
room, the 19 year old constant flow 
evaporator used to boil sap down 
to a thicker and more sugary con-
sistency. 

He said paying attention is crucial 
given its “fussy” nature. He gave an 
in-depth explanation of the process 

and how demanding it can get.
The evaporator is heated by a 

two-door wood-burning stove that 
needs to be refilled every seven or 
so minutes. 

“It boils better on a sunny day. 
Sometimes on a snowy, rainy day 
it doesn’t and it’s frustrating,” he 
explained. “Two weeks ago, a storm 
front was coming in and no matter 

what we did it didn’t want to boil 
well. That was the atmospheric 
pressure pushing down on the fluid.”

Since purchasing the property at 
166 Reiche Road in 1991 and be-
ginning syrup production in 1999, 
the Bonenberg family has planted 
about 9,000 trees over their 40-
acre property and established over 
1,500 food-grade pipelines running 

Celebrating the 2025 maple syrup season

The nearly two-decade old constant flow evaporator burns through piles of wood incredibly quickly. 
Volunteer Ralph Verch is shown fueling the fire one door at a time to reduce heat loss.

There is no better way to do it than by visiting the sugar shack

Volunteer Mike Armstrong pours 
melted syrup on snow to prepare 
a sweet treat for visitors, just one 
of many displays of Canadian 
heritage reflected the event.

Top: It’s not uncommon to see big plumes of steam rising 
from the Mapleside boiling shack as syrup is produced inside.

Right: Mapleside Sugarbush is home sweet home for owner/
operator Ray Bonenberg. Pictured with his signature product, 
he said he makes about a hundred bottles on a day of clear 
skies and warm weather like last Sunday.

Left: Mr. Bonenberg explains the four grades of maple syrup 
and how the colour darkens over sugaring season. He said 
trees have more minerals and amino acids as the season pro-
gresses, causing the sucrose to break down into simpler sugars 
like fructose, resulting in darker syrup with stronger flavour.

Kiera and Ryan Conway brought their daughter, Rosie, to maple weekend. They are joined by her grandpa, 
Ralph Whitelock, as they test out some syrup samples.

While opening day hadn’t gone as planned, Sunday’s clear skies and warmer weather was a huge 
draw. Visitors from left to right were Damien and Adrianna Votour, Maggie King, Arlin and Nyah Crouter, 
Charlotte Brennan and Raina Crouter.


