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Sucre à la crème
Origin and Trajectory of an Authentic Québec Confection

Patrick Charbonneau
Duke University

Introduction

In the early 1980s, Institut de tourisme et d’hôtellerie du Québec 
(ITHQ) attempted to chronicle Québec’s traditional cuisine by amassing 
family recipes from all over the province (ITHQ 1985). A careful distilling 
of the more than 30,000 submissions – aiming for regional diversity and 
authenticity – resulted in a beautifully produced cookbook containing about 
600 recipes. Despite such high selectivity, four versions of sucre à la crème 
made it to print. By contrast, more canonically traditional dishes such as 
tourtières (Lemasson 2011) and cheeses (Ferland 2011) each appeared only 
twice.1 Much ink for one confection! But how authentically Québécois is 
sucre à la crème in the first place ?

Food historians and ethnographers have long wrestled with that 
question. In Encyclopédie de la cuisine de Nouvelle-France, Jean-Marie 
Francoeur advanced that religious communities in New France were 
the natural cradle for the confection (Francoeur 2004: 475). Without 
explicitly supporting this theory, ethnographer Jean-Claude Dupont tacitly 
highlighted the cultural importance of “sucre à la crème des Ursulines” 
(Dupont 1993: 131). Ascribing a foundational role to long-established 
women’s orders aligns with Marius Barbeau’s tracking the culinary influence 
of these saintes artisanes (Barbeau 1946), although Barbeau himself never 
proposed such a connection for sucre à la crème. By contrast, historian Michel 
Lambert put forward a lay origin for the confection in Mme de Repentigny’s 
early 18th century experimentations with maple sugar, and its spread to 
the famed sweet tooth of the British migrants following the Seven Years’ 

1.	 The ubiquity of the confection is also consistent with a scholarly survey of published 
cookbooks from the mid-19th to the mid-20th century (Coulombe 2002).
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War (Lambert 2017). Ethnographer Jocelyne Mathieu similarly advanced 
that sucre à la crème comes “davantage des apports anglo-saxons que des 
survivances françaises” (Mathieu 1990: 93). In this vein, a Scottish origin 
has even been floated (Parisien 2013). Remarkably, these various proposals 
all follow food historians Marc Lafrance and Yvon Desloges in ascribing 
Québec’s culinary culture to social forces that “résultent d’un processus 
de développement social à long terme et sont à la fois moyen d’ascension 
et forme de différentiation sociale” (Lafrance and Desloges 1990: 18). In 
other words, sucre à la crème has long been assumed to have an elite – be 
it religious, colonial, or political – origin, and to have only later trickled 
down to the broader population. 

Surprisingly, little direct historical evidence in support of any one of 
these hypotheses has ever been presented. Sucre à la crème first appeared 
in cookbooks in the early 1880s (Caron 1883), long after these proposed 
origins, and late enough to be intermingled with the advent of American 
fudge shortly afterwards (Benning 1993; Stavely and Fitzgerald 2015). 
Cookbooks alone are therefore insufficient to discriminate one proposal 
from another or to suggest yet others. The broadening of the available 
sources made possible by the steady digitization of manuscripts, notary 
records and newspapers as well as the growing understanding of related 
North American confections (Benning 1993; Stavely and Fitzgerald 2015; 
Fertel 2015; Pilcher and Charbonneau 2023; Bouchard, Charbonneau and 
de Valicourt 2024) allow for a critical reexamination of these proposals 
and for a more plausible scenario to emerge.

For this analysis, a physical chemistry understanding of the confection 
is also helpful (Olney 1981; Altan, Charbonneau, de Valicourt 2021). 
Recall two key steps in its preparation. First, the mixture of (unrefined) 
sugar and cream must be boiled to the (soft) ball stage to reach the 
target sugar concentration. Second, the supersaturated solution must be 
whisked upon cooling to accelerate crystal formation. A certain technical 
expertise is therefore needed to obtain the polycrystalline – or grained, in 
confectionery language – material that properly disaggregates into a sweet 
sand-like product upon chewing.

Using these various resources, this article argues that sucre à la crème 
naturally emerged from the rural maple sugar-making tradition by habitants, 
probably toward the end of the 18th century or the start of the 19th century. 
The rest of this article reviews first the 18th century uses and prevalence 
of maple sugar in the St. Lawrence River Valley and then the European 
confectionery context. Various historical and ethnographic sources that 
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illuminate the origin of sucre à la crème are subsequently presented. Finally, 
various factors having weakened the association between maple sugar-
making and sucre à la crème in popular and scholarly consciousness are 
discussed.

Early Maple Sugar Uses and Production

French colonists to the St. Lawrence River Valley, having learnt 
about the sweet sap of maple trees from its Indigenous inhabitants, 
quickly ascribed a curative role to its sugar. They thereby transposed a 
long European apothecary tradition to the New World (Rousseau 1983: 
181-184; Plouvier 1999). Referring to his late-17th century travels to New 
France, Baron de Lahontan, for instance, reported “[on] fait de cette sève 
du sucre & du sirop si précieux qu’on n’a jamais trouvé de remède plus 
propre à fortifier la poitrine” (Lahontan 1728: 63). Similarly, in a paper 
presented to l’Académie Royale des Sciences, the king’s physician to New 
France, Jean François Gaultier, noted that:

le sucre d’érable est pectoral & adoucissant. On en fait des tablettes […] 
qui sont très estimées. […] On emploie ces tablettes pour adoucir les 
acretés du poumon & de la trachée-artère, & l’acrimonie de la limphe. 
C’est ce qui fait qu’elles sont si salutaires dans le rhume, pour calmer la 
violence de la toux (Gaultier 1755: 391-392).

Curative practices spread broadly. French explorer Jean-Bernard Bossu 
mentioned that “les apothicaires le préfèrent justement au sucre de canne. 
[…] Ce sirop est très bon pour les rhumes et pour les poitrinaires” (Bossu 1768: 
216). A report from a later English explorer confirms that Canadians use 
the sugar as “a very good pectoral, and […] for coughs” (Anburey 1789: 89). 

Maple sugar also rapidly found culinary usages (Dièreville 1708; 
Rasles 1900; Desloges 2009). Gaultier’s predecessor to New France, 
Michel Sarrazin, noted its use in preserves and in syrups (Sarrazin 1730). 
Gaultier himself noted its use “pour la préparation des aliments, surtout 
de ceux qui sont faits avec du lait” (Gaultier 1755: 392), thus hinting at a 
pleasant pairing of the two ingredients. Maple sugar-based confections were 
produced as well. Mme de Repentigny at one point used the sugar to make 
“sucre candy” (rock candy) (Repentigny 1705), and engineer Gaspard-
Joseph Chaussegros de Léry later got tablets prepared, some flavored with 
angelica root (Chaussegros de Léry 1785). More significantly, corn praliné 
with maple sugar, which emerged at the interface between Indigenous and 
French culinary practices, became a common travel food for 18th century 
voyageurs (Bouchard, Charbonneau and de Valicourt 2024).
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Because maple sugar was not exported to any great extent and because 
its internal trade left few traces in the 18th century, its true prevalence 
is challenging to scope out. A crude estimate of per capita production 
by Desloges has been invoked to argue for its near irrelevance from a 
culinary standpoint (Desloges 2009: 72-73). A careful consideration of 
land transactions and other notary records might offer a more substantive 
assessment. For this article, it suffices to note that various independent 
reports suggest a relatively broad availability of the product, at least in 
certain rural contexts. The Swedish explorer Pehr Kalm’s remarks to this 
effect have been previously documented (Desloges 2009: 73). In addition, 
Colonel Ralph Burton, then lieutenant governor of Trois-Rivières (Neatby 
2003), reported in 1762 that “the Inhabitants […] draw a great quantity of 
Syrup [from maple and plane trees], and by boiling make a Coarse kind of 
Sugar for their own Use” (Shortt and Doughty 1918: 66). A few decades 
later, Irish traveler Isaac Weld (Craig 2003) similarly observed that:

the maple is the only sort of raw sugar made use of in the country 
parts of Canada; it is very generally used also by the inhabitants of the 
towns, whither it is brought for sale by the country people who attend 
the markets, just the same as any other kind of country produce (Weld 
1799: 220).

One can then reasonably conclude that maple sugar was sufficiently 
common and affordable to certain inhabitants of the St. Lawrence Valley 
in the late 18th-early 19th century for it to integrate culinary practices.

European Confectioners and Confectionery

Despite the relatively broad availability of maple sugar, British 
apothecaries and confectioners who settled in Montréal and Québec City 
following the Seven Years’ War (1756-1763) did not sell it.2 They did not 
offer grained confections akin to sucre à la crème either. As can be seen in 
Table 1, what they put forward remained Old-World-like. Henry Taylor, 
who moved to Québec City soon after the Treaty of Paris was signed (Lessard 

2.	 During that period, a single French maître confiseur could be identified. In 1802, 
Pierre Marmier (1769-1829) moved from Boston to Montréal (Lukin 1802), where 
he worked as confectioner for over a decade (Kauntz 1817). Although no trace of 
his offerings could be uncovered, we don’t expect much difference with those of 
one of his contemporaries, Joseph Delacroix, who first settled in Philadelphia and 
then moved his confectionery business to New York City (Bouchard, Charbonneau 
and de Valicourt 2024). 
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1987), advertised London imports including “double and single refined sugar” 
as well as “confected almonds, […] barley-sugar and sugar-candy” (Taylor 
1764). Half a century later, Richard Shepherd, confectioner in the same 
city (Bouchard, Charbonneau and de Valicourt 2024), produced and sold 
a broader array of sweet goods albeit on a similar theme (Cary 1819). 
Unsurprisingly, these products match what contemporary confectionery 
cookbooks from both France and England described (Menon 1750; Glasse 
1760; Nutt 1790; Friedel 1801). That these works did not characterize the 
sugar (ball) stage, at which sucre à la crème is typically prepared, further 
dissociates the humble confection from professional wares.

Source
Alt.  
name

Advert 
(Taylor 
1764)

Advert 
(Sinclair 
1782)

Inventory 
(Fisher 
Scott 
1812)

Advert 
(Robertson 

1816)

Auction 
(Cary 
1819)

rock candy sugar candy white and 
brown candy

rock candy white and 
brown candy

white and 
brown sugar 
candy

pralines confected 
almonds

confected 
almonds

burnt 
almonds

burnt 
almonds

comfits of all 
sorts

mixt comfits mixed 
comfits

mixt comfits

peppermint 
drops

peppermint 
drops and 
pipes

mint pipe

barley sugar barley sugar barley sugar barley sugar 
drops

lozenges various 
lozenges

various 
lozenges

Table 1. Confections offered by various apothecaries and confectioners in Québec City from  
the 1760s to the 1810s. Source: Patrick Charbonneau.

One might nevertheless wonder if a more subtle European transfer could 
have taken place. In this respect, two grained confections that have been 
suggested as possible antecedents of either sucre à la crème or American fudge 
are worth considering: Scot tablets (Parisien 2013) and Dutch borstplaat 
(Pagrach-Chandra 2013). 
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Tablets – The apothecarially-named confection is described in an early 
18th century Scottish manuscript as treats for the bairens3 (Scott-Moncrieff 
1911: lviii), and the first printed Scottish cookbook confirms the culinary 
association (McLintock 1736). Broadened interest in the confection likely 
benefited from the retail price of sugar dropping during the 17th century, 
thanks to slave-produced Caribbean products being locally traded and 
transformed (Fenton 2007: 104; Nisbet 2013). Tablets have since persisted, 
remaining a popular children’s delicacy, and appearing in most Scottish 
cookbooks, e.g. (Nourse 1809). The resulting sweet is properly grained. A 
New and Easy Method of Cookery, for instance, specifies the importance of 
“always stirring till you pour it on the dish” (Cleland 1755: 145). Unlike 
the “traditional” recipe reported by folklorist F. Marian McNeill (McNeill 
1929: 228), however, dairy was initially absent. Food historian Laura Mason 
speculates that the inclusion of milk or cream in this type of confections 
was “probably a nineteenth-century addition” (Mason 1998: 71). In fact, 
no evidence of dairy products in Scot tablets can be found prior to the turn 
of the 20th century. 

Borstplaat – The Dutch candy, which literally means breastplate, 
followed a similar course, starting from its apothecarial origin as “du sucre 
candi qui s’attache à la chaudière, & qui est bon quand on a la poitrine 
enrhumée” (Marin 1717: 135b). By the 1640s, Amsterdam had more than 
50 sites refining imports of slave-produced Brazilian sugar, thus lowering 
retail prices, and fueling the “democratization” of lekkerheid4 (Schama 
1987: 165). Various cookbooks from the second half of the 18th century 
captured the medication-turned-confection trend (Volmaakte Hollandsche 
1746; Brenk 1752). But like tablets, borstplaten also remained dairy-free 
throughout the 19th century. Roomborstplaat, i.e., borstplaat à la crème, can 
only be traced back to the 1915 edition of the popular Het Nieuwe Kookboek 
(Gorter and de Boer-de Jonge 1912; 1915).

Therefore, although a substantial 18th and 19th century Scottish 
immigration wave reached Canada and cookbooks containing tablet recipes 
came along (Williamson 2021; Nourse 1845), it would be anachronistic 
to ascribe sucre à la crème to this source. An intermediated relationship 
between early Dutch settlers in New Amsterdam and their French 
counterparts in the St. Lawrence River Valley would similarly have been of 

3.	 Bairens is a form of bairns, children in Scots dialect.
4.	 Lekkerheid is the Dutch craving for sweetness.
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little confectionery influence. In short, no connection between 18th century 
European confectionery and sucre à la crème appears to exist.

From sucre d’érable to sucre à la crème

With this maple sugar-making and confectionery context, a careful 
examination of the early mentions of sucre à la crème becomes possible. 
The earliest known such instance appeared in the post-Patriotes newspaper 
L’Aurore des Canadas, which described it as “une pièce de dessert Canadienne 
[…] molle comme du sucre de sève [d’érable]” (Aurore des Canadas 1844; 
Table 2). This passage offers a key material insight. The process described 
is indeed consistent with Dupont’s ethnographic observations – specifically 
referring to late 19th century practices – that traditional sucre crème is 
akin to sucre mou (and softer than sucre ordinaire) made from maple sap 
(Dupont 2004: 103); both preparations need to be stirred strongly as they 
cool to achieve the desired polycrystallinity. Weld, the late 18th century 
Irish traveler, had previously observed in Lower Canada that maple sap 
“simply boiled down into cakes with milk […] is very agreeable to the 
taste”, although without specifically naming the product (Weld 1799: 
221). Interestingly, the description in some ways matches the American 
doctor Benjamin Rush’s late-18th century account of sugar clarification with 
eggs and milk (Rush 1793). However, unlike eggs, which effectively trap 
particles as they coagulate and hence do clarify sugar, milk merely whitens 
the product. Given the price premium afforded by clarified sugar, such 
experimentation might have nevertheless been widespread and may even 
be responsible for the contemporaneous (and independent) development 
of a grained confection analogous to sucre à la crème, panocha (or panochita) 
de leche, in New Spain (Charbonneau and Pilcher 2023).

This passage also offers a key cultural insight. At the time, the 
Canadienne confection is clearly understood as a French-Canadian product. 
That association is echoed in other sources. Patriote François-Xavier 
Prieur (Parsons 1967) fondly reminisced – during his Australian exile – of 
“bâtons de sucre à la crème” being available to children of colonists having 
settled west of Montréal Island in the 1820s and 1830s (Prieur 1864: 364). 
Pierre-Joseph-Olivier Chauveau, who had strong Patriotes sympathies and 
went on to be the first premier of Québec, had similar youthful memories 
from that same epoch in Québec City (Chauveau 1877: 250; Hamelin and 
Poulin 2003). These recollections further echo a certain patriotic ethos 
surrounding maple sugar. Following the March 1837 rejection by London 
of a proposal for revising colonial governance in Lower Canada, a boycott 
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effort against imported goods, including sugar, sought leverage against the 
anglophone elite and traders controlling the political system.5 Patriotes 
leader Louis-Joseph Papineau then specifically proclaimed:

Quant aux sucres, la providence se déclare en faveur du pays opprimé, et 
nous en a donné une abondante récolte qui aidera beaucoup de pauvres, 
et nuira au revenu du mauvais riche, qui veut vivre d’un argent volé. […] 
[J]’ai de suite renoncé à l’usage du sucre raffiné, mais taxé, et acheté pour 
l’usage de ma famille du sucre d’érable (Papineau 1837 : 1).

This extract stresses the goal of reducing the flow of imported goods 
and associated tax revenues – as pre-revolutionary Bostonians did decades 
earlier (Greer 1991) – but also the “providential” origin of maple sugar in 
the land and an eagerness to sustain the fellow rural (poor) inhabitants 
that produce it. Hence, at a Montréal banquet for the following Saint-
Jean-Baptiste Day, which Patriotes made into a French-Canadian patriotic 
festival starting 1834 (Lebel 2003), “[o]n y trouvait […] du sucre, mais du 
sucre d’érable”, Papineau’s son later noted (Papineau 1972: 38). 

Yet sucre à la crème did not appear in the first couple of original French-
language cookbooks in Canada. La Cuisinière canadienne, published by Louis 
Perrault, who had himself been a Patriote, mostly adapted French cookery 
for a Canadian audience (Cuisinière canadienne 1840; Roy 2003; Driver 
2008: 74).6 Although the work does integrate some New-World ingredients 
(Portebois 2014), it mostly shuns maple sugar, possibly for “se démarquer 
de pratiques plus humbles”, as previously suggested (Parker 2006: 106),7 
or maybe to steer clear of its political undertones in the aftermath of the 
Lower Canada Rebellion. That cookbook, which remained in print for 
decades, was also a major source for Directions diverses données par la Rev. 
Mère Caron (Caron 1878; Driver 2008: 75). This second work, which 
summarized Mère Caron’s 1860s cookery classes offered at Institut de la 
Providence – partly funded by Perrault’s aunt (Perrault 2023) – similarly 
neglected maple sugar. Given the uplifting, urban educational context for 
the work, that exclusion is not overly surprising. The second (extended) 
edition of the book, however, did include sucre à la crème (Caron 1883; 

5.	 This wave of protests led historian Hélène-Andrée Bizier to associate sucre à la 
crème with Patriotes in her submission (Bizier c1983) for a blurb in the ITHQ 
cookbook (ITHQ 1985), although without further evidence.

6.	 Only the heavily revised 1910 edition of La Cuisinière canadienne, which is the 
source of the 1984 reprint (Driver 2008), integrated sucre à la crème.

7.	 Maple sugar/syrup is only mentioned as a possible sweetener for a sauce served 
with certain puddings (Cuisinière canadienne 1840 : 54-55).
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The variety of English appellations is another possible source of 
confusion.11 By the end of the 19th century, an American journalist noted 
that the maple confection is “known [in English] under various appellations, 
although the orthodox sucre à la creme is still used” (Buffalo Commercial 
1898: 5). Of these other appellations, maple cream (candy) seemingly 
came first (see Table 2), but the broader North American surge in grained 
confections in the late 19th century also saw the emergence of maple fudge 
(Norton 1903) and maple panocha (Rorer 1902), thus sowing terminological 
mayhem. Even famed culinary author Jehane Benoit would later propose 
a recipe for penuche à l’érable (Benoit 1952). 

Maple cream is not a vocable without complication either. It also 
commonly describes (creamless) whipped maple sugar, i.e., maple butter 
(Correct Art 1894; Vermont Maple Sugar Makers Association 1894). 
That ambiguity had some ripple effects. In the 1920s, as part of the effort 
to promote their relatively expensive product line, the Québec maple 
industry pleaded with the federal government to restrict the use of the word 
“maple” (Ramsingh 2018). The resulting Maple Sugar Industry Act (1930), 
led to regulations establishing that “Maple Cream shall consist entirely of 
the product of maple sap and shall contain not more than fifteen (15) per 
cent of water” (Grisdale 1931: 2197). In other words, the dairy-containing 
confection was outlawed under its main English name. To get out of this 
conundrum, Québec maple sugar promotional cookbooks migrated from 
maple cream candy (Vaillancourt c1925) and maple sugar cream (Lajoie-
Vaillancourt c1925) to creamed sugar (Vaillancourt c1932; Fig. 1), thus 
further complexifying the historical record.12

11.	 The relative stability of sucre à la crème did not fully isolate it from equivocations 
either. A 1910s language purist complained that cream-sugar was commonly (mis) 
used in French (Blanchard 1913: 28).

12.	 Some American cookbooks stuck with maple cream, e.g (Chenoweth 1936). 
For Arthur Gilmour, terminology became a business problem. Hoping for his 
Montréal-based firm to commercialize maple cream, he lobbied for revised 
regulations such that “Fresh sweet cream (butterfat content up to 20%) is 
permitted to be incorporated in the manufacture of maple cream.” Weakening 
the wording, however, was politically unpalatable. The Québec Maple Sugar 
Producers Association bought out Mr. Gilmour instead. [Letter to the Honourable 
Mr. Laurent Barre] (10 March 1948) and Wheeler, R. L. “Memorandum for the 
Director of Marketing Services”. Department of Agriculture, Ottawa (19 April 
1948). Source: Maple Products Industry Act. “Maple Cream”, “Québec Sucre à la 
Crème”. [Amendments to the act to incorporate and label a new Maple Product]. 
Library and Archives Canada. RG17, Vol. 3220, File: 158-6, 1999240.
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Conclusion 

This article has argued that sucre à la crème derived from rural French-
Canadian maple sugar-making in the late 18th-early 19th century. The 
humble confection has since been woven into the culinary identity of their 
descendants, as illustrated by its multiple occurrences in a 1980s ITHQ 
cookbook. Consciousness of that origin, however, appears to have eroded 
starting around the turn of the 20th century, notably due to changes in North 
American sugar production, confectionery practices, and terminology. 
Given the limited (and until recently hard to extract) written record, the 
bias of many food historians and ethnographers for a trickle-down theory 
of culinary innovation could then take over. 

More generally, while the origin of British sweet tooth is well-
established (Mintz 1986), that of St. Lawrence River Valley habitants for 
maple sugar remains to be fleshed out. Such a research avenue could be 
promising. As ethnographer Jacques Rousseau noted: 

Dans un pays aussi froid que le Québec, où le vin fait défaut, le dessert 
constitue un élément particulièrement soigné. La cabane à sucre devient 
un sanctuaire de la gastronomie au “temps des sucres” (Rousseau 1967 : 
27). 

Sucre à la crème may then be the most authentic embodiment of the 
Québécois taste for sugar.
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