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The Rusted Flatbed Farm is an urban 
agroforest located on the southeast side 
of Indianapolis along Little Buck Creek.  

It is a hobbyist operation, producing 
maple syrup, black walnut syrup, wild 

paw paws, and 
wild black raspberry jam.

The farm received a SARE grant to study 
the tapping of black walnuts by running 

parallel maple and black walnut 
vacuum lines.

THE ABANDONED

INTERNATIONAL HARVESTER

AT THE RUSTED FLATBED FARM



Maples (sugar, red, 
silver, black, big 
leaf, and box elder)

Beech

Birch

Sycamore (I’m told)

Black walnut

Not Shagbark 
Hickory

Yes, you can make syrup from 
black walnut sap



Similar caramel 
flavor as in maple 
syrup

None of the maple 
vanilla/metallic 
flavor

Nutty and 
butterscotch 

It is amazing

No, it doesn’t taste like black 
walnut leaves, hulls, or nuts



Tonoloway Farm on the 
border of Va. and W. Va. Is 
the largest black walnut 
syrup producer

2026 prices:

$12.00 for 1.7 oz.

$35.00 for 5 oz.

(maple sells at about $10 for 
a glass 6 oz container)

Is there really a market for 
black walnut syrup?



No research on affects of tapping 
on quality of timber

Any timber buyer would 
substantially discount if it were 
known the walnuts were tapped

Tapped maple timber has unique 
spalting which gives its own 
market

Black walnut tapholes grow/heal 
much faster than maple trees

Who would be silly enough to 
drill holes in their walnut trees?



Do I have black walnut trees?  

Are they timber grade?

Do I have black walnut “yard” 
trees?

Do I have trees around the 
homestead I would never cut 
down?

Do I have trees I should thin 
out?

What should I ask myself before 
I start tapping?



Do I like being outside in cold 
weather?

Am I doing this as a hobby or a 
money-maker?

Have I tapped maples before?

How much money do I want to 
invest?

What should I ask myself before 
I start tapping?



Black walnuts and maples have 
roughly the same season: in 
central Indiana, mid-January 
until the end of freezing nights

The changing temperatures 
(cool nights, warm days) cause 
pressure in the trees, sap flows

Black walnuts appear more 
insulated (flow later after a 
thaw, faster in mild changes)

Best to tap in January after the 
first good freeze

The syrup season



Once you have trees and some sort 
of sugarshack shelter:

1. Tapping

2. Collection

3. Transportation and Bulk Collection

4. Reverse Osmosis

5. Boiling

6. Filtering and Bottling

Process of making syrup:
maple & black walnut



Sugar maple sap is about 2% sugar

Black walnut is about 1.5% 

Both vary by tree, location, and over the 
course of a season

It takes 35-40 gallons of sap to make 1 gallon 
of maple syrup

Black walnut will be closer to 60 gallons (true 
syrup is 66% sugar)

Black Walnut Sap



A rule of thumb is each maple tree will 
produce about a pint of finished syrup over 
the course of a season (how much sap 
depends on the tree and collection technique)

Tonoloway Farm typically averages 3 gallons 
of sap per tap (mix of tubing and vacuum)

Tonoloway describes as 25%-33% of maple at 
“industry standards”

Rusted Flatbed Farm: moderate vacuum 
pressure produce only 10-25% compared to 
maples; maybe 2-3 oz. of syrup per tap

Black Walnut Producers Facebook: Some 50%

Sap Volume



Black walnuts grow faster than maples  

Maple 1 tap at 9”-10”; 2 taps for 18”-20” (based 
on moving 2” each year)

On high pressure tubing in maples, second 
tap adds about 20% more sap

Walnut: 2 taps at 16” 3 at 20” (Tonoloway)

No long-term studies on black walnut health 
and tapping

Maples are tapped by nature, walnuts are 
not

Taps Per Tree



Tap deep– three inches to ensure a larger 
cavity for the sap to fill

Tap the groove—between the ridges of 
bark  

Tapping in the ridges of a big tree may 
result in a shallow taphole

The outer ridged bark is crumbly and 
remnants from drilling can gum up the tap

Tapping Black Walnuts



Tubing means more sap and more syrup

Tubing can be left up or removed during 
off-season.

Tubing can automate an entire operation, 
but problems can ruin the whole season.

Squirrels live near black walnuts and 
chew on tubing, requiring repairs.

(Buckets blow away, attract ants, have to 
be cleaned mid-season, catch rain water, 
storage space)

Buckets/Bags vs. Tubing



Modern maple syrup operations use high-
vacuum pumps to pull sap from the tree.  With 
each inch of mercury, a maple tree produces 2 
more gallons of sap per season

Some operations also use natural grade and 
narrower tubing (3/16”) to create vacuum 
through gravity (must have substantial grade)

A SARE study by Tonoloway Farms found that 
its 3/16” gravity lines had nearly 400% greater 
sap production than its 5/16” vacuum lines-13 
gal/tree

Black walnut sap has more gas (air) than 
maples, and they may react differently to vac

Vacuum or Gravity Tubing



Tubing is relatively inexpensive– about $80 for 
500’ and poly taps and tees are about $0.30 each; 
the tubing tool, however, is over $200

The Rusted Flatbed Farm uses a home-made 
vacuum pump (Lunch Box Pump) that costs 
about $150 and runs on an air compressor

Pneumatic power is much cheaper than running 
power to the pump

It can pull from 100 taps and return the sap uphill 
to a collection tank

Lower pressure (10”-15”, but spikes with volume)

The Lunch Box Vacuum Pump



Tubing Tool

Distance Laser

Tree Tape Measure

Utility Knife

Tube Snips

Sight Gauge

Drill

Tapping drill bit

Hammer

Tapping 
Tools



Sap will go bad if not boiled or 
“refrigerated”

Sap in bags in sunshine go bad faster

Ideally, bulk tanks should be in the shade

If the weather is freezing or fridge temps, 
boil once a week; if warmer, boil faster

Unsure?  Taste it!

Black walnut sap has a unique flavor; 
sometimes walnut sap will have tints

Sap Is Fruit Juice:
It goes bad if you leave it out



Syrup-making is separating the water 
from the sugar.

R.O. uses membranes to separate 
water, easily going from 2% to 4%

That cuts boiling time in HALF; running it 
to 6% or 8% halves it again

R.O. requires electricity, holding tank for 
the pure water (permeate)

Small Bucket RO systems are $300-$600

Reverse Osmosis:
An Absolute Necessity



Size your evaporator to your sap

This small LaPierre is a raised flue, continuous 
flow with blower; cost $4500 used, 13 years old

This rig continuously requires 10 gallons of 
sap while boiling 

50 Maples on tubing is fine; far too big for 60-
80 black walnut

Most maple syrup makers will need a smaller 
unit for their black walnut

Evaporator



$90 fish fryer: good wide pan

Fill pan about ¼ to ½ inch

6 gallon stock pot (beer-making set-up) with 
spicket

Prop up stock pot full of sap and allow it to 
drip into pan: allows boiling without constant 
supervision

Finish in the house in a stock pot

Don’t use your pan for fish

Fish Fryer Evaporator



Filter cloths

Colander/ Fry Basket

Hydrometer and cup

Thermometer

Refractometer

Funnel

Stock pot / pans

Bottles/ caps

Filter Press

Finishing/
Bottling 

Equipment



Black walnut sap has lots of pectin

Pectin is added to berry preserves in canning

Maple sap will occasionally have high pectin

The pectin can make filtering more difficult

Some remove it by adding pectinase, an 
additive wine-makers use to control pectin

Some pre-filter black walnut sap half-way 
through boiling to remove the pectin

Black walnut pectin is similar to apple butter

Pectin



50 Taps, 1.72% sugar sap

Year 1 Investment $2,633

Year 1-5 Investment/Costs $4,322

Sales Annually $2,100 

Year 1-5 Profits $6,186

ROI: 18%

Making your own syrup: priceless

What is my 
Return on Investment?



Some people are severely allergic to nut 
enzymes

Boiling denatures nut enzymes

“Black walnut tree syrup is not allergenic in 
individuals with a documented walnut 
allergy”

Journal of Allergy and Clinical Immunology: 
In Practice 
Volume 8, Issue 6 (2020-5-31) 

Does this product contain nuts?



Email me for the ROI 
and business plan spreadsheet

Questions?

J.R. Elrod
bluetempestllc@gmail.com

317-431-7684
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