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has become a popular annual at-
traction since it was first shown at
the festival of 1980.

A “maple sugar run” was orga-
nized in 1981. The six-mile run
over the mountain from Hightown
to Monterey was a feature of the
festival for the next three years and
made a renewed appearance in
1998.

The Maple Museum, spear-
headed by Billingsley, was erected
on U.S. 220 south of Monterey and
dedicated at the 25th festival in
1983. Del. Emmett Hanger and
Sen. Frank Nolen were present for
the dedication and ribbon cutting
by Maple Queen Sherry Whitelaw.
Jay Eagle opened his sugar camp
in Doe Hill that year; syrup pro-
duction was excellent, and the
crowds swelled to nearly 30,000.

Jim and Lorraine White, then
owners of Sugar Tree Country
Store, opened a sugarhouse in
McDowell in 1987. They used the
first reverse osmosis machine in
the county, thereby saving time in
the production of syrup. Everett
Rexrode’s sugar camp installed a
wood-fired evaporator in 1989.
Maple syrup connoisseurs say they
can taste the difference in how
syrup is produced and have their
preferences.

A blizzard on the first weekend
of the 1993 festival prompted the
organizers to add a weekend to the
end of the festival so the civic clubs
would still have a chance for their
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moneymaking projects. The week-
ends of Maple Festival represent
the most lucrative fund-raising
opportunitiesj. Most churches, ath-
letic clubs, and civic organizations
in Highland County will benefit
from in an entire year.

Two nearly perfect weekends
created one of the best years in the
festival’s history in 1995. The
weather is as critical to the produc-
tion of maple syrup as it is to the
success of a maple festival. Trees
are usually tapped by mid-Febru-
ary and closed by late March. The
sap—or “sugar water” as it is
called in Highland County—be-
gins to “run” when the temperature
fluctuates between nighttime tem-
peratures that drop below freezing
and afternoon thaws. Highland
County’s mountainous terrain (the
county has the highest mean eleva-
tion east of the Mississippi River)
contributes to a late-winter and
early-spring weather pattern that
can generate warm, sunny after-
noons and crisp, freezing nights.
Once the sap begins to run, the only
thing that will stop it is a change
in the weather.

If nature cooperates, gallons of
syrup can be made in a very short
time. However, maple syrup pro-
duction is both time-consuming
and labor-intensive. In the earlier
days of maple syrup making, local
farmers collected the sugar water
in hollowed out logs with spiles
hand-carved from elder or sumac.

When the Heveners opened their
sugar camp for the first maple fes-
tival, they were still collecting the
sugar water in galvanized buckets
hooked onto metal spiles. These
were subsequently emptied into
barrels and taken to a sugarhouse.
The water was boiled in large
kettles over wood-burning fires,
then skimmed and strained before
being sealed in containers.

Evaporator pans, which have a
greater surface to allow steam to
evaporate, replaced the open kettle
method of making maple syrup.
Better yet, these large pans can be
heated with less wood. Oil-fired
evaporators reduced the labor even
further. Today, the use of plastic
tubing has replaced many of the
buckets. This makes collecting sap
much easier. Puffenbarger’s Sugar
Camp introduced the vacuum sys-
tem in 1976, which increased flow
and yield of sap through the plas-
tic lines.

Now, entire stands of maple
trees are tapped by using the plas-
tic tubing system. Sap flows
through miles of this tubing into a
central container. The contents of
the containers either flow directly
into the sugarhouse or are pumped
into tanks and trucked. Visitors to
the Highland Maple Festival can
observe the entire process—from
the collection of sugar water to the
production of maple syrup.

Mike Puffenbarger became the
latest commercial maple syrup pro-

ducer in Highland County when he
opened his camp, Southernmost
Maple Products, in 1999. He has
the only piggyback evaporator in
the county.

The chamber has been the sole
sponsor of the event from the be-
ginning. Originally it was hoped
the festival would stimulate busi-
ness in the local hotel, motel and
restaurants, but within the first few
years the increase in the number
of visitors attending necessitated
opening eating facilities in the
county schools and Ruritan clubs.
Forty-two years later, tens of thou-
sands of visitors enjoy a breakfast
of pancakes and/or buckwheat
cakes smothered in Highland
syrup, accompanied by homemade
sausage, biscuits, and gravy. This
hearty fare is served by the local
restaurants, the Highland Elemen-
tary and High School, and the
Ruritan clubs in Blue Grass,
McDowell, and Bolar. The Blue
Grass Ruritan Club sponsors the
annual Maple Queen Ball on the
weekend preceding, and the Stone-
wall Ruritan Club of McDowell
hosts the Sugar Shake-Up Dance
and the Festival Fling Dance on the
two consecutive weekends. Local
cloggers and line dancers perform
for the crowds, and church groups,
civic and athletic clubs, fire depart-
ments and auxiliaries sell foods
that range from maple-flavored
doughnuts, funnel cakes, barbe-
cued chicken, and apple dumplings

to locally-farmed fresh trout. To-
day, the juried craft show repre-
sents more than 130 artists and
craftsmen from nearly a dozen
states. The Blue Grass Ruritans
and the Stonewall Ruritans from
McDowell each sponsor a dance
on consecutive Saturday nights
during the festival.

In 1998 the chamber, in recog-
nition of the high cost of produc-
ing and promoting the festival, be-
gan charging an admission fee. For
the price of $1 a maple leaf-shaped
key chain serves as an admission
ticket to four days of unlimited
access to craft shows and entertain-
ment. Although this decision
proved to be controversial among
Highland old-timers (who took
pride in the fact that the festival had
been hosted free of charge for 40
years), both the key chain souve-
nir and the bargain price of admis-
sion delighted visitors. Today most
local residents recognize the ad-
mission generates revenue that
makes it possible for the chamber
to promote the festival and the
county’s growing tourism industry.

The festival draws crowds of
upwards of 60,000 to a county with
a population of less than 2,500
(Highland County is one of the
least populated counties east of the
Mississippi). The festival has be-
come as important to Highland
County’s cultural heritage as it has
to the survival of the area’s maple
sugar industry.
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