
Thriving maple syrup business 
sweetens life for local family 

By JENNIFER HOBOTH Sun Staff Writer RICHMOND - Tucked away in a auiet corner on Gardiner Road on the town's border with Exeter, a maple sugar farm is in full operation. 
The Spring Hill Sugar House billows steam as owner and operator Gibby Fountain processes gallon after gallon of sap into rich, boiling maple syrup. 
Fountain has been operating the sugar house with the help of his wife Virginia and three daughters, along with friend Brian Tefft, for the past six years at the 3-acre farm. What started as a backyard hobby has spread to a mini-business with a total of 650 taps in Richmond, North Kingstown and South Kingstown. Fountain, said in many cases he "borrows" the trees he taps by trading sap with the owners. The fact that there are no native sugar maple trees in the woods in Fountain's area causes him to seek the trees in other areas, he said. The trees were often planted as border trees, on driveways of farms or around cemeteries, he said. Closer to the Rhode Island/Connecticut border native maple sugar trees can be found, he said. 
Fountain said this year has been good for gathering sap, due mostly to the warm weather in January, which really got the sap running. As of last week, Fountain had made 116 gallons of syrup and expected to reach his goal oi 130 gallons "with no problem. "It looks like we'll have a really good year," he said. Fountain's syrup-making hobby is rather rare in Rhode Island. There are only about six to eight sugar houses in the state, he said, mostly because of the lack of native maples. For most people it's a nobby that is supported by selling the syrup they make, he saia. On the small scale it is not a lucrative business, he said. "If you figure out the labor involved, it doesn't add up," said Fountain, who leaves nis job as a mechanic for two months per year to devote to the business. It started off as a hobby 10 years ago when Fountain tapped 12 trees in his backyard and boiled the sap in his kitchen. For the next four or five 

randomly. While racing cars in Vermont he became friends with a large-scale syrup farmer, and decided to learn about the interest in syrup making that he has had since he was a child. After spending a few days at the farm watching and learning the ropes, he and his friend Tefft bought an evaporator. They built a rustic sugar house to put the processing equipment in, making the hooby a business venture. 
The sugar house has a wooden counter with shelves behind it lined with maple syrup containers. Antique signs as well as old-fashioned maple syrup bottles decorate the room, and a rocking chair completes the cozy effect. The first year they made 40 gallons of syrup and "had a great time," Fountain said. "Instead of staying where we enjoyed it," Fountain said, they increased the amount of sap they made into syrup, making the hobby more of a chore. Now more than 1,100 gallons of sap are gathered each year and processed into 160 gallons of syrup. It's the gathering of the sap at the various taps around the three towns that really makes the business a family operation, Fountain said. Every day during "sap season", his three daughters Andrea, Amy and Erin get together after school to gather sap, which usually takes two to three hours. While about 450 of Fountain's trees have buckets hanging from the taps, another 150 have plastic tubing that is used to gather the syrup. While the tubing makes it easier to gather the syrup, it also poses some problems. 
"A friend of mine lost (sap from) 1,000 taps from his trees in a North Kingstown cemetery," Fountain said. "The squirrels had chewed through the tubing." And although Fountain has had no problems with his tubing, he often finds buckets tipped over out in the woods, surrounded by deer tracks. "That's part of it," Fountain said. Once enough sap has been collected, it is then trucked back to the farm in a tank on the back of the truck, where it is then transferred to another tank. From there, the sap runs through a pipe down to the sugar house, where the sap is 
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Sun photo by Daniel Hyland 
SEEKING SAP — Gibby Fountain, owner of the Spring Hill Sugar House on Gardiner Road in Richmond, oversees the extraction of sap from a sugar maple tree. Once the bucket is filled with thick, gooey sap, it is taken into Fountain's sugar house and transformed into mouthwatering maple syrup. 
"People kind of move into their sugar house during sap season," he said. Once it is processed, the syrup is then poured into various kinds of containers, from plastic jugs to little tin log cabins to glass bottles. The prices of the containers, depending on size, range from $2.50 to $20. Maple lollipops and leaf-shaped maple sugar candy are also sold in the sugar shack. Besides syrup, Fountain also dabbles in the apple cider-making business. He bought a 1950 cider press and decided to make the wood-storage room of the sugar shack into a cider press room. This past fall was the second season for the cider enterprise, and that's going well too, Fountain said. "In the fall it's nice to look 

The cider sells nicely along with the jugs of syrup, Fountain said, and there are also homegrown pumpkins for sale at the New England farm. On a good weekend the farm will draw in a couple hundred people, Fountain said. He also does tours at the farm for groups of school children, showing them the entire process of syrup making from tapping to bottling. "I like to have people come here," he said. "We like to spend time with people in the sugar season, showing them how we make the syrup. It's a lot of fun." 
Spring Hill Sugar House is located on Gardiner Road in Richmond near the Exeter border just off of Route 102. The shack is open on weekends from 10 a.m. to 4 n.m through 



Paradise found 
(Photos by Karen Bousquct) 

THE SPRING HILL SUGAR HOUSE, Gardner Road on the Exeter-Richmond line, invites the public to browse the bucolic grounds there. A circa- 1950s cider press is in operation 

there, and owner Gibby Fountain (below, cen-
ter)sells his home-tapped maple syrup, 
pumpkins and other fall goodies as well. See re
lated column, left. 
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Richmond farm 
a tribute to 
country living 

Looking as if it were plucked from a glossy photo spread in Yankee magazine, the Spring Hill Sugar House in Richmond is a living testament to the pleasures of life in New England. 
Never mind the rolling verdant acres, 

ancient stone walls, gnarled trees and 
narrow winding roads — that's just a 
taste of what's here. Owner Gibby 
Fountain and his family attract cus
tomers from miles around, eager to 
sample the home-tapped Rhode Island 
maple syrup there, the fresh fragrant 
apple cider pressed on the premises or 
to gather up some fat orange 
pumpkins and colorful gourds for their 
harvest tables. 
There's nothing here but pure un

blemished country living. The Foun
tains — Gibby, wife Ginny, daughters 
Andrea and Amy and son Aaron — all 
chip in to make this an affair in which 
the whole family can participate. 
"I got this press from East Farm (at 

the University of Rhode Island)," 
Fountain explained, as myriad yellow 
jackets got drunk on his pressed ap
ples. "They won't bother you," he 
said, smiling. 
The circa-1950 wooden and iron 

press has been in operation there now 
for three years. It's an interest Foun
tain pursued after visiting a cider press 
in Mystic, Conn. "Our cider doesn't 
have any preservatives," Fountain ex
plained, looking the part of Swamp 
Yankee farmer, clad in plaid and blue 
jeans. "You can drink it immediately. 
I feel it's best a day or two after. The 
flavors blend together." 
Fountain presses an average of 500 

gallons a year, about three gallons a 
bushel, he said. 



Rural oasis 
On this crisp bright Sunday after

noon, friends and customers drop by 
the Sugar Hill Spring House for a 
variety of reasons: to chat with the 
Fountains and share the latest local 
happenings, to learn more about the 
finer points of cider making, or to 
visit with the two llamas (Falstaff and 
Blackberry) and their friend, Alice, a 
Sicilian miniature donkey. 
The animals, Fountain said, were all 

purchased from the same farm in 
Martha's Vineyard. Alice is the friend
ly one, while the llamas prefer to ob
serve their human guests from afar. 
"They always stay two steps ahead 

of you," Fountain joked. 
A former stock car racer, Fountain is 

a Rhode Island native who moved to 
this Gardner Road property in 1978. 
He's enjoyed a slower-paced life than 
he did six years ago, after suffering a 
debilitating eye injury. Undaunted, 
Fountain and his family pursued 
another life-style — one that any self-
respecting New Englander would die 
for. 
While Ginny strolls the yard, talking 

with customers, daughter Andrea, 17, 
a student at Chariho High School, 
minds the store. 
"I'm so lucky to live here," Andrea 

agreed. "So many of my friends don't 
have a place like this. I love it here." 
Visit the Spring Hill Sugar House, 

and you too may just fall in love. 
(Directions to Spring Hill Sugar 

House: From Narragansett, take 
Route J to 102 North. Follow about 
10 miles until you reach the 
Wawaloam Elementary School. Take 
left immediately after school, get on 
Gardner Road. Follow for about two 
miles. Spring Hill Sugar House is on 
the right. For more information, call 
Gibby Fountain at 295-7273.) 


