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the baby the burden of my being at editorial beck and call for so long.

 

Thanks to them, and on a more somber note, thanks and a moment’s 
silence to all who suffered and died over the centuries for the darker 
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PREFACE

It is the distinctive and evocative aroma of rum from the Christmases of my childhood that gave birth to this book. Growing up on a council estate—the equivalent of a New York housing project—in Liverpool after the Second World War was a much more prosperous experience than it would have been prewar, but it was hardly affluence. Food, candy, and newspapers were still rationed, but that was almost irrelevant. We couldn’t have afforded them anyway.

Christmas was the occasion for splashing out with what little we could afford. The first time I tasted chicken was from a tin that was part of a Christmas hamper. For my father’s Christmas gift, we children would save our pocket money and buy him cigars. In our Christmas stockings, which were our regular socks pressed into action for the occasion, was always a tangerine at the darned toe along with cheap toys from Hong Kong. My father, normally a beer drinker, and a prodigious one at that, indulged in a bottle of rum for Christmas, usually Demerara, in nostalgia for his days in the merchant navy in the Second World War. I would crouch at the foot of the Christmas tree and study the bottle’s label with its hint of tropical exoticism—three barrels on a beach with a background of palm trees.

The resulting combination of smells that permeated the house—cigar smoke, peeled tangerines, and rum—has always evoked Christmas for me, and a Christmas of particular  childhood innocence, before the pressures of nine of us living in a three-bedroom house built up to fissiparous levels and before that prodigious beer drinking transformed the head of the family. But it was bitter beer, not the demon rum, that effected the changes.

As a precocious teenager in the sixties—obviously still influenced subliminally—while others would bring bottles of beer to parties, I would show off with a small bottle of dark rum, costing ten shillings and six pence. Girls in those days were supposed to drink Babycham (a fizzy alcoholic drink made of pear juice) or cherry brandy. I discovered that rum would do nicely in a pinch.

For many years afterward, rum was just one more gargle in my extensive drinking repertoire but not a subject of particular interest, although a cold or flu would have me going with the folkloric crowd and downing a tot, or two, or more.

But then, in Martinique, while researching another subject entirely, I discovered vintage rums. I studied their taste, the methods of distilling, and, increasingly, the history. I discovered that the French Antillean rums were not as uniquely excellent as the French thought, and that many other islands aged and matured their rums to equal and even greater excellence.

I began to collect rum on my travels, and my collection includes Kazakh, Czech, Croat, Thai, Hawaiian, Indian, Nepalese, Argentinean, Australian, and German rums. I began to collect labels—the iconography of rum, which showed how consumers and producers viewed the spirit—and various advertisments and rum-drinking paraphernalia.  My collection of“rumabilia” has been growing and it may yet breed another volume.

This book has been an intermittent project, and I have to confess that much of the hands-on, intensive, on-site research I have carried out in the Caribbean was not strictly necessary for the way this volume has turned out. Other people have chronicled the varieties and tastes of modern brands of rum, and there is no particular reason for me to try to follow in their wobbly footsteps.

Dipping into the history of rum, I found that it was more than just an interesting drink. “Nelson’s blood” was the lubricant and fuel for the whole engine of commerce that made the modern world. It put a whole new light on the motives for the founding fathers of the American Republic. I do not want to be censorious of the founders, for, as a onetime shop steward and union official, I have always appreciated the winning motivational force of linking high principles to naked self-interest when trying to call a strike.

This book is an attempt to share the excitement I felt as I looked under the rug beneath which a lot of that history has been discreetly swept. But throughout the project, it has always helped that the warehouses and distilleries I visited had the pervasive, alluring smell of maturing rum, continually evoking the happiness of a child’s Christmas in Liverpool.
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INTRODUCTION

RUM: THE GLOBAL SPIRIT WITH ITS HEART IN THE CARIBBEAN

Even while Prohibition blighted the United States and rumrunners defied it, Charles William Taussig, the young, precocious president of the American Molasses Company and a future member of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s inner circle, romanced the spirit in his 1928 book, Rum, Romance and Rebellion: “Where we find rum, we find action, sometimes cruel, sometimes heroic, sometimes humorous, but always vigorous and interesting,” he wrote, adding that “Rum both as a beverage and as a medium of exchange, appears to have released the energies of brave men, and much of that strength and resource was used in creating our Western civilization.”i As an American, he was well aware that it was not tea but rum and the molasses for making it that really incited the American colonists to rebellion. Rum, he argued, has a strong claim to be “The Spirit of ‘76.”

In conclusion he remarked, “It is not strange that we should find so much history corked up in a bottle of rum ... rum was a symbol, as well as a fact.”ii He was right. Rum has a history every bit as rich as its distinctive flavor and aroma. Even though it is often relegated to a synonym for sin or, perhaps worse, merely a useful mixer for a cocktail, it has always been a commodity with a worldwide reach and depth: a global spirit with its beating heart in the Caribbean. Its very imagery and iconography bespeak a history with more universal effect and appeal than other, more bland, and less cosmopolitan spirits.

Rum began as a heady Mediterranean cocktail that mixed Islamic science and technology with European enterprise. It added the effect of that Iberian enterprise to northwest Europe’s developing Protestant capitalism and mercantilism. Together they set in motion the great cycle of circum-Atlantic trade, fueling the slave trade and the massive population shifts that make the present-day Caribbean and North American populations look the way they do, and in the process started up the modern capitalist economy of the north Atlantic.

Much of what we see in the modern America has the sugary savor of old rum about it—even up to the present trade wars between Cuba and Washington. And in the worship of Mammon, rum has been a medium of exchange and a globalized commercial commodity almost from the first time English settlers in Barbados discovered that you could get interesting results from fermenting and distilling the syrupy residue of sugar refining. Since its invention, rum has flowed across the world with the trade routes, but  while it is made—and drunk—from Australia to Austria, Brazil to Bohemia, no matter how damp and chilly the customer’s home, rum brings with it warm connotations of the Caribbean in particular, of the tropics in general, and of the sea.

Even though rum’s role as a major commodity in the slave trade has tarnished its reputation, it was then and is now a favorite drink of the slavers, the slaves, and their descendants alike. In fact, rum is the one common factor of a recognizable common Caribbean culture. The Dutch-, English-, French-, and Spanish-speaking islands have separate strands of culture, and even within the different language blocks, the islands are similar but distinct. On each island, the scars of slavery manifest themselves in different ways. But on all of them, islanders make, drink, and relish the rum that was at once the means of and the purpose for their ancestral servitude.

In the English-speaking world, those images were enhanced by nautical, indeed piratical, overtones, and so the drink certainly lacked the prestige of, for example, fine Cognac. It was a drink to be gulped, not one to sip. The French historian of rum, Alain Huetz de Lemp, declared that it remained “the drink of the Blacks, the buccaneers, and all the vagabonds who scoured the new world.”iii

For centuries, the ritual of serving the grog ration on the decks of the Royal Navy marked the passage of a voyage for most of the crews far more memorably than any bells or logbooks, or even the sight of land. Rum has had an intimate relationship with warfare: it provided the causes for wars, the finance for them, and the pharmacological support for  those fighting them. However, more important than its role in lubricating the war god’s chariot, rum has been one of the major motivators of warfare, and in particular the War of American Independence.

Unlike whiskey, tequila, Cognac, gin, or vodka, rum is more than just a beverage, having spiritual as well as spirituous connotations. The “demon rum” of American evangelists is also the preferred drink of the gods at Haitian Voodoo ceremonies, where it provides a potent and palatable alternative to holy water.

There are reasons why rum’s role in history, particularly American history, has been overlooked. Looking at the past through the prism of present prejudices is common to all nations, and a century of fiery temperance campaigning culminating in Prohibition certainly led to an erosion of references in the hagiographies of the founding fathers to their bibulous habits. In addition, a combination of factors after the Revolution—the opening up of the West, the breach in trade ties with the Caribbean, and patriotic sentiment, which largely led to whiskey replacing rum as the American drink—obscured for later historians the importance of rum.

There is another important reason for writing about rum. It is a wonderful and greatly underappreciated drink. For the connoisseurs, an aged rum can match and even surpass a single malt scotch or a fine old Cognac. And for the do-gooders who want an enhanced conscience as well as the enhanced consciousness a good rum can give, almost every tot downed helps the Third World develop.

Admittedly, for lots of people in the Caribbean, aged  rum is almost an oxymoron. They’d drink the stuff warm from the still and be horrified at the thought of leaving it undrunk to mature. Only the brave would sip at the undiluted overproof spirit sold by the gallon in Caribbean rum shops or imbibe the Haitian moonshine, clairin.

However, I share Taussig’s ambivalence: “There is in the sweet aromatic redolence of old rum, a mystic charm, a soft soothing fragrance that beguiles one into forgetting its more sinister and vicious history.”iv Rum has been undervalued as a fine spirit. It is one of life’s pleasures that more people should share. I hope that this book will help raise its profile and its prestige to make that possible.











PART I

ORIGINS—“A HOT HELLISH LIQUOR”
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1. WHAT IS IT, WHERE IS IT?

Like the other British export, the English language, rum is so ubiquitous and globally pervasive that people tend to forget where it came from and automatically naturalize it. Whiskey always carries its Celtic roots, vodka will always be Slavic, and the French have a lien on Cognac and even brandy. But half the world treats rum as its very own.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, it was still tied to its imperial strings. For example, although we automatically associate Russia with vodka, rum had its proponents as a road to ruin and was drunk as intemperately as vodka. But when Tolstoy in War And Peace had Dolokhov in a rum-drinking wager that entailed downing a full bottle while sitting unsupported in a third-story window sill, it was with an English sailor, which showed that for Tolstoy, rum was a British thing.

In the best traditions of scholasticism, over the years there have been determined efforts to overlook the most obvious etymology for rum, which is from rumbullion, the word that first accompanied descriptions of the spirit almost four centuries ago, and at least one reason for that is attempts by other nations to claim rum as their very own. Taussig, the patriotic American rum-lover, claimed “The name ‘Rum’ is without doubt American: in fact it is an early manifestation of the American fancy for abbreviation, having been derived from a West Indian word, ‘Rumbullion.’”1 This is farfetched. The British lower orders who provided the folkways and language of colonial America were no slouches at contraction and abbreviation themselves. And rumbullion to rumbo or rum is well within the linguistic tropes of British settlers. Richard Ligon’s fascinating descriptions of life in Barbados testify to the verbal ingenuity of the first thirsty settlers there. Rumbullion was used again in wonderful context in 1660, when the Assizes in Bermuda recorded a rollicking tale of Celtic rumbunctiousness:John, an Irishman, having presumptuouslie undertaken to deliver a cask of rumbullion to the Governor’s Negroe woman Sarah Simon to keep, if not to retaile the same for his advantage, and thereby having occasioned great disorder and drunkenesse amongst the Governor’s Negroes and others, the same Rumbullion having been discovered by Mr. John Briscoe Marhdall, it is unanimously Ordered that the same shall be sould and the produce thereof be bestowed upon the Scotchman latelie wounded by Matthew Makennie for his maintenance.2





Others have suggested that rumbullion is derived from Rom or Romany, for Gypsy, and bouillon, but this is etymology of the falsest kind. The Oxford English Dictionary has Romany as an obsolete term for Romania, the Roman Empire, until it became a description for the Gypsies in the nineteenth century. It has been suggested that rumbo, the name for a punch, used by Tobias Smollet in The Adventures of Peregrine Pickle is the origin—but this is a good halfcentury later than the first recorded use of rum and seems more likely to be an expansion of rum than a contraction of rumbullion, certainly within the inventive phonetic framework of, for example. English West Country dialect words for drink and, indeed, up to present-day usages such as scrumpy for (very) hard cider.

John Josselyn claimed that Captain Wannerton in New England drank a pint of “Kill Devil or Rhum” with him in 1639, but Josselyn did not write about it until 1674, and his memory may have been at fault—indeed if he made a habit of drinking pints of rum, it almost certainly was. Even if it was rum he drank then, it is possible that he did not use the actual word. The word rum first appears in its monosyllabic glory in 1661 in an order of the Governor and Council of Jamaica, which had been accidentally conquered by Cromwell’s men six years before. The settlers from Barbados who accompanied the Roundhead troops obviously wasted no time in setting up their stills on the new island.

In French Martinique, the open-minded distillers accept that the word rum entered the language during the English occupations of the island and that originally it was spelled without the h that the French Encyclopediasts later put  in—probably out of sheer pedantry to make it seem apothecary-like. Some of the French have suggested that saccharum, medieval Latin for sugar, is the root of rum, but that seems, to say the least, highly unlikely. We may be unsure about who first fired up a still and refined rum, but we can be fairly sure that it was no scientist or apothecary. They certainly did not use sugar itself to make rum—and it was not until the eighteenth century that Linnaeus gave sugarcane the scientific name of Saccharum officinarum.

In fact, the English Barbadian origins for rum are strongly persuasive for both the spirit and its name. By 1647, as the people back in the motherland were embroiling themselves in the English Civil War, there were already references, which lasted for a century, to “Barbadoes Waters,” and the only real lexicographical rival to rum is kill-devil, as attested to on the island. Rum was known as kill-devil for centuries, even up to modern times in Newfoundland, which may be why the most popular rum of that region is called Screech.3 The Danes, of similar disposition to the Celts, took the name kiel-dyvel from the colonists and were recorded using both the name and its referent in 1674.4 The Dutch in Surinam called it keldiuvel in the late eighteenth century. And in that engaging Gallic way that turned a beefsteak into bifteck, the French originally transformed kill-devil into guildive, and in Haiti that is still the name for the still. In the nineteenth century, the Spanish took to calling it ron, while Russians, Swedes, and the like called it rom.

And then there is the irrefutable argument that the British made more rum and drank more of it for longer than any of the other pretenders. While Spain, Portugal, and France  forbade imports of rum and molasses from their colonies, the British domestic market developed rapidly, if not as quickly as in the New England colonies, where, without grain or grapes to spare, there were few alternatives—whether beer, wine, or gin—to compete with rum.

Beyond the question of what the stuff is called is the existential question of what rum is. With one Teutonic exception, there is, at least, general agreement on the answer. The European Union has taken the issue in hand. In its dry, unromantic Directive 1576, issued in 1989, rum is described as an alcoholic drink obtained from the distillation of either molasses or other syrups from sugarcane or of the whole sugarcane juice. The distillations should be at least 96 percent to conserve the various nonethanol substances that give rum its the distinctive flavor and aroma. But rum is, of course, much more fun than a mere chemical formula.
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2. SUGAR: THE SEED OF RUM

The European bureaucrats are right, of course. You can’t have rum without sugar, and once you have sugar, it is only a matter of time before trial leads to alcoholic error in one form or another.

In 325 B.C., Nearchus, one of Alexander’s generals, remarked on how the Indians made “a sort of honey from reeds, without the help of bees.”5 India, however, was only a way station on sugar’s journey around the globe. Botanists suggest that it began its journey westward from Papua New Guinea,6 where archaeologists have found evidence of some of the earliest cultivation in the world of many tropical-zone crops. Sugarcane has been grown there for seven thousand years, and it is remarkable that the actual name of sugar is almost as old, surprisingly preserved across the globe. It had been in use in India for hundreds of years when the Greeks turned up and history, in  Western eyes at least, began. In Sanskrit, it was karkara, which meant sand or gravel, suggesting that it was already being refined and crystallized. The Pakrit language, which superseded that of the Gitas, transmuted it to sakkara, which the Arabs turned to sukkur, the word they still use and which the Europeans adopted and used.7

Udoy Chand Dutt, the compiler of a Sanskrit pharmacopoeia, refers to a drink made from pure sugarcane juice called sidhu and another made from the molasses called gaud.8 Neither seems to have been a big seller. As precociously advanced as the ancient Indians were, they had not developed distillation—and most people agree that fermented sugar on its own will never win any gold medals at any international exposition.

While sugar has since been found in beets, sorghum, and other plants, in no form is it as plentiful and accessible as in sugarcane. Technically the cane is a grass, Saccharum cfficinarum, and can be propagated easily by planting cuttings. In fact, it grows as rapidly as grass, and over centuries of selective cultivation, the sugar content of the cane has risen steadily. Either the Indians or the Persians and Arabs to whom sugarcane cultivation passed discovered how to crystallize it. The crop also spread north and east to China, the Philippines, and the Pacific Islands, where the Spanish conquistadors found that the locals had already been growing it for over a thousand years.

The Filipinos fermented the cane juice to make their local tipple, bawsis, without distilling it. Because of the mercantilist principles of the age, in 1786 the Spanish banned the locals from drinking it to help promote imports of wine from the Spanish vineyards on the other side of the world.  The ban, similar to those that were imposed in Spanish America against rum production, provoked a revolt that lasted twelve days. One can’t help but suspect it may have lasted longer if the Filipinos had learned how to make rum before the ban was imposed.

In the view of the modern world, it was the Arabs who perfected the cultivation and production of sugarcane. According to Marco Polo, even though the Chinese had originally studied its cultivation in India during the T‘ang dynasty, Genghis Khan sent to Egypt for expertise in refining. There, the ingredients of sugar cultivation came together—technical expertise, plentiful water, sun, and a biddable labor force. Sugarcane needs very specific environmental conditions: lots of sunshine and water. This restricts it to the tropics, hence its spread along the tropical band of the Eurasian and African landmasses. As with peppers and spices, which the increasingly prosperous medieval West also came to crave, it could not usually be grown in the temperate lands that had such insatiable appetites for it. It also needed some quite specific social conditions as well; the intensive labor needed to cut, cart, and process the cane under a broiling tropical sun has never appealed to people who had other career options.

To get the best results, the cane should be cut close to the ground, which of course adds to the strain for the cutters. It must then be milled very quickly after harvesting, while the sugar content is high. And then it must be boiled, rendered down quickly once the juice, the vesous, is squeezed out, because otherwise it will rapidly ferment—which is, of course, another story.

As the juice is progressively concentrated in a series of  open boilers, in the final stages the actual sugar, the sucrose, crystallizes out, leaving molasses to drain off as a by-product. Although laden with complex sugars and other nutritious compounds, molasses will not crystallize. It has been used as a cheap sweetener, as a medical compound—treacle, as the British call it—and later for fermenting as the feedstock for rum distilleries.We shall return to that aspect. But the molasses by-product was originally a problem for the early producers. No one was quite sure what to do with it. It was used as fertilizer, sometimes it was tipped into the sea, and it is still used for animal feeds, being one of the causes of the “rich” smell of manure from intensively reared livestock.

Because sugar tends to burn easily, or caramelize, the application of heat during the refining process is a careful and exact science. The combination of fires, boiling pans, and tropical heat with the heavy physical labor involved in a sugar mill and refinery must have made Dante’s Inferno seem like a vacation spot. In general, people had to be coerced to do it. All too often, as it spread around the tropical zone, sugarcane brought with it a demand for an industrial-scale slave force: out of sweetness came forth slavery, a connection often brought up by British abolitionists who made the ultimate sacrifice—refusing sugar in their tea.

Even in the ninth century there were slave revolts in what is now Iraq, where East African slaves had been set to work growing sugar. During the Crusades, when the Northern barbarians were exposed to a superior culture and lifestyle, sugar became a prized luxury. The Arab’s enemies stole the technology; the Normans in Sicily and  Cyprus were soon growing sugar, and Venice became a major sugar-refining center. It may not be coincidental that Venice was a major slave-trading center; although the slaves were Slavs, brought by the Tartars from Russia and the Ukraine for sale in the Mediterranean.

In Cyprus, the Venetians and the crusading Order of Hospitallers have left elaborate remains of the sugar pans, mills, and other equipment they used to maintain commercial dominance. Their technology was scarcely different from those to be found rusting even now in the preindustrial refineries of the Caribbean plantations, except that they used copper rather than iron and steel for the pans and wood for the mills. Appropriately enough, one of the medieval refineries is near the reputed birthplace of Aphrodite. The two would stay linked. As Ogden Nash put it, “Candy is dandy / But liquor’s quicker.”

In Sicily, the unique and flourishing mix of Byzantine, Arab, and Norman culture left behind a hybrid pan-Mediterranean civilization that, among other commodities, used the best Arab techniques for sugar production to sell to the North. In 1449, the Sicilians made a significant breakthrough—the three-rollered mill, which allowed two passes of the sugarcane for more efficient extraction of the juice. The Crown of Spain later inherited the island, which added to Iberian expertise, since on the Spanish mainland the Arabs had had 75,000 acres under cane.

The Spaniards picked up what the Arabs left behind when they were driven out of their last Iberian stronghold in 1492. Indeed, southern Spain is the only part of the mainland European Union that still grows cane rather than sugar beet and where there is still an indigenous rum made  from local cane, grown on the Costa Tropica along the coastal area spiked with the old Moorish hill forts that are still the centers of Spanish towns. There is, of course, significance in that date. Christopher Columbus went to petition Ferdinand and Isabella for help in his voyage to the Indies even as they were besieging Arab Granada.

The Portuguese did not want to be excluded from such a lucrative business. Their explorations were not just to find oriental sources of spice; they were also prospecting for suitable sugar-growing terrain. Almost as soon as they had discovered Madeira in 1418, Portugal’s ruler, Henry the Navigator, ordered the cultivation of sugarcane there, since Portugal, on the chillier Atlantic side of the Iberian Peninsula, was unsuitable. The fields were, of course, worked by slaves, Africans from the nearby coast. A few decades later, the Portuguese had reproduced the process in the Cape Verde Islands and in the Azores.

As a result, Portugal has the dubious honor of being the first to use African slaves, transplanting the cane and slaves from Madeira and its African outposts and eventually to Brazil. Although it seems likely that slave labor had been used in the Mediterranean, those slaves were not necessarily African. They could have been Arab prisoners or white Slavs imported from the Ukraine and Russia. We are not sure whether the slaves used in Madeira and the Azores were Berbers or Moors or from the sub-Sahara. We do know, however, that African slavery in its modern form made its first fatal association with sugar in 1490, when the Portuguese imported slaves from Benin to work the sugar plantations on the island of São Tomé, off the West African coast.9

The Spanish, also searching for suitably warm and wet terrain to grow this major money earner, had discovered the Canary Islands and transplanted sugarcane there. To do so, they first enslaved the native people, the Guanche. Then, when they had exterminated them in a dry run for their later practice with the Amercan Indians in the Caribbean, they brought in African slaves. It may be a small mitigating factor in any charges of racism that the Guanches were blond and blue-eyed. But in their isolation they had overlooked becoming Catholic, so they were fair game for slavery.

Having traversed the Eurasian landmass from east to west, it now seemed that sugar had reached a dead end with the Azores in its human-assisted search for suitable growing environments. But then came Christopher Columbus. On his second voyage, he took with him to Hispaniola sugarcane cuttings from the Canaries and began the whole story of sugar, rum, and African chattel slavery in the New World.

Cortez and Pizarro took the cane to the American mainland along with smallpox, gunpowder, and slavery. For their part, the Portuguese transferred the plant, the skills, and the technicians for sugar-making from Madeira to Brazil.10 And with them went the slaves from Africa, since the American Indians perversely followed the Guanches into overworked oblivion so quickly when they were put to work in the fields or mines.
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3.THE CARIBBEAN CONNECTION: PREPARING THE GROUND

It was in the Caribbean that the crucial connections between peoples, European, African, and American, with their respective technologies, came together to be distilled into rum. This fervid, humid region is steeped in history—and in holocausts. The ovoid formed by the Caribbean islands and the Spanish Main is the dinosaurs’ grave marker. The islands are a ring of volcanoes, some extinct but many still active, that formed when a massive meteor hit the Earth some sixty-five million years ago, smashing the crust. All across the world, the geological record shows the fallout from this spectacular event, which marks a complete change in the amount and variety of the fossil records. The resulting conflagration, tidal waves, and proto-nuclear winter cleared the planet for the mammals to come out from their hiding places under the feet of the reigning lizards.

Even now, in a weaker imitation of its baleful past, the region is often the birthplace of the weather systems that sweep up the east coast of North America and the west coast of Europe, and it is the warm wellspring of the Gulf Stream that takes them there. But with Columbus, the tides of history joined up with those of meteorology and geology to reconnect the islands with the rest of the world. The prevailing winds brought ships across from European waters to hit land in the Caribbean. There, the locals were already behaving as humans do. The Caribs were moving north through the island chains, reputedly annihilating and eating the previous Arawak inhabitants. Whether this was true or simply propaganda put out by the Spanish to justify their enslavement, the Caribs in turn were effectively expunged, though not ingested, first by the incoming conquistadors and then by the English and French settlers in the Leeward and Windward islands.

On the Caribbean islands, a system evolved that was as ruthless as the predatory dinosaurs whose doom had been delivered there eons before. It was to move millions of souls from Africa and swallow up whole armies and fleets from Europe. Arabic alchemy and agriculture, transmitted respectively via northern Europe and the Iberian peninsula, combined with the northwest European spirit of commerce and enterprise, not to mention the Spanish and Portuguese industrial-scale adoption of the Arab idea of chattel slavery and their exclusive application of it to Africans. Together they helped begin modern history as we know it. The collective suffering it brought, with millions of casualties, was enormous, but, for good or evil, it gave birth to the modern world, from the growth of capitalism  to the birth of the United States. And the whole bloody enterprise was launched upon a sea of rum.

Within two centuries of Columbus setting forth, the Atlantic seaboards of Europe, Africa, and the Americas were tied in complex currents and eddies of commerce. While the silver and gold bullion from the Spanish Main had its effects on the European economy and history, it did not so much transform Spain as allow its rulers to postpone the reforms that would have allowed them to flourish longer. Instead of the plundered bullion providing capital for trade and industry, the Hapsburgs squandered their treasure on imperial ambitions while their domestic economy puttered along as before. Indeed the one part of their realms that could have benefited from the trading link was the Netherlands, where the American bullion paid instead for the century-long religious wars of repression that ensured that neither the Dutch, the Spanish, nor the Hapsburgs could benefit fully from the transatlantic connection.

But more important in their long-term economic and historical effects were those fifteen hundred sugarcane shoots from the Canary Islands that Columbus carried on his second voyage in 1493, along with Arab prisoners to work them. Making their base in Hispaniola, his settlers took time off from rooting for gold to plant the cane—or rather to make the Moors plant it. They noticed that many of the prison laborers died, and the implications were noted for the future. Columbus’s son, Ferdinand, also noted that the cane cuttings germinated in only seven days. As that indicated, the Caribbean islands proved to be exceptionally productive for cultivating cane—but not very productive of the gold and silver that the Spanish had  crossed the ocean to find. That might explain why Spain did not defend the islands as vigorously as it might have done, allowing interlopers like the Dutch, English, and French to take possession of Barbados and Jamaica, Martinique and Guadeloupe. Like a nefarious vacuum, these interlopers and their sugar cultivation eventually sucked in black slaves from across the Atlantic.

This is the background for rum’s “more sinister and vicious history.”11 While there may have been a few Africans in the motley crew of Moorish prisoners and slaves that the Spanish took to Cuba in 1502, the Portuguese can be said to have truly pioneered the Middle Passage eight years later, in 1510. They took the first consignment of African slaves across the Atlantic as commodities rather than captured prisoners of war. Indeed, not only did the Portuguese pioneer the trade, they and their Brazilian successors were the last to relinquish it. Emancipation in Brazil waited until 1888, competing for the dishonor with the Spanish in Cuba, where it had been abolished a mere two years earlier.

São Tomé, a colonial backwater where the slave trade had started, was the last place where slavery lingered on into the twentieth century. Angolans were kidnapped and sent by steamer to São Tomé for a one-way trip. Officially they went voluntarily as contract laborers, but in reality they went as slaves. They cultivated cocoa rather than sugar, but the principle was the same. In the end as at the beginning, Africans died in bondage to assuage the sweet tooth of Europe and the Americas.12

It was not until 1516 that the first Caribbean sugar, in the form of sugar loaves, was presented to King Charles V, ironically by the inspector of gold mines in Hispaniola. In  the absence of serious gold mines, he did not have overmuch work to match his official job description, but the sugar did become a gold mine in the metaphorical sense. The conquistadors of Hispaniola also planted much more than sugar; they planted the seeds for the dark history of Haiti and its slave rebellions and brutal repressions in which sugar and rum were to play a major part. Gradually over the decades of the sixteenth century, the Spanish and Portuguese, as they abandoned hope of striking gold, began planting sugar in the various islands that are now the homes of renowned rum distilleries—Hispaniola (now Haiti and the Dominican Republic), Puerto Rico, Cuba, Jamaica—and also along the coast, the Spanish Main, as the English termed it later when many of the islands had been wrested from His Hispanic Majesty’s control.

Father Jean Labat, the seventeenth-century French Dominican friar who spent as much time dealing with distilled spirits as holy spirits and who perfected the pot still that bears his name, claimed that the French found sugarcane growing wild on Martinique, Saint Kitts, and Guadeloupe, but one cannot help but suspect that this may have been the vegetable remains of the earlier Spanish attempts at colonization and cultivation or that escaped slaves or Arawaks brought it over.




Islam’s Contribution to the Modern World—Alcohol 

So much for the sugar. But the Spanish did not make the final connection. It was the Arabs, of all people, who, despite claimed Koranic injunctions against alcohol, provided  the science for both sugar and distillation, without going into rum production themselves.

One Arab scholar suggested to me that the prophet’s prohibition was not of wine as such but of a local wine made from dates, and on aesthetic grounds he applauded the prophet’s taste and decision. “The stuff is really bad,” he told me, “But the Prophet was silent about Black Label, which is just as well, since I like it—a lot: ‘ Recent experience suggests that his attractively pragmatic exegesis is a distinctly minority view in Islamic jurisprudence, although several of the Sufi schools would doubtless go along with it.

It is perhaps fitting that the alchemy that produces such a flavorsome and satisfying drink should ultimately be based on the work of the alchemists themselves. As the repositories of ancient knowledge during the western European Dark Ages, the Arabs passed on the Greek ambix, which, with the addition of the Arabic definite article al became the alembic. In its essence, it prefigured every still that has been made since: a vessel in which the original mixture is heated, sending vapors along a tube into a condenser, which cools the vapors into a solid or liquid form. As a piece of apparatus it had many uses, such as isolating mercury. The purpose of the alchemical researchers was, of course, to transmute dull, workaday material into gold, which was perfectly feasible if you thought there were just four elements that made up the universe. Like the Star Wars antimissile research of modern times, it just needed a little jiggling, a bit more research funding.

But just as the Spanish went looking for gold and discovered sugar, the Arabs found something else in their search. The alembic allowed all sorts of magical tricks, in  the course of which someone discovered that by heating fermented liquids, notably wine, to a temperature we now know is 78.4 degrees Celsius, the product that evaporates, leaving behind most of the water, is al kohl, alcohol, a clear liquid that burnt the taste buds and itself burned when lit. When the vapors were run through a cooler, they would precipitate, or sublimate, in alchemical terms, on the sides of the vessel.

Originally al kohl was kohl, the sublimate of antimony, used to enhance the appearance of the eyes, but it soon came to mean any sublimate or distillate. In its early use, alcohol, even in English, meant the distillate, so, for example, alcohol of wine referred to brandy, in much the same sense as we would use “spirits.” In the Arabic and Muslim world, the word alcohol was not used for the spirits of wine; the term used was arrack, which means “sweat,” referring to the droplets of condensing alcohol on the side of the vessel. In various forms, such as raki, the name has spread from the Adriatic to the Indian Ocean and even to the steppes of Mongolia, which suggests some assiduous trading by the less-devout kind of Muslims.

For fairly obvious religious reasons, modern Arab historians, generally otherwise eager to demonstrate how much Islam contributed to modern science, have not promoted their national primacy in this field of endeavor. In earlier days, they were less reticent. Muslim scientists such as Ibn Sina (Avicenna), whose complete works were translated into Latin by the great university of Salerno, publicized their discoveries on distillation. Avicenna, who lived in what is now Uzbekistan in the late tenth century, seems to have used the process to make perfume. Ironically, in the last days of the Soviet Union, his thirsty compatriots were reduced to  drinking eau de cologne when Mikhail Gorbachev added the already failed tactic of prohibition to the tail end of the failed Soviet experiment. Collaterally, he also trashed the Cuban economy by banning imports of rum.

While Avicenna may have had perfume in mind, not all his colleagues were so pure. Marco Polo also mentioned that the Persians made a “very good wine” out of it, but he did not leave enough details for us to know whether Islamic alchemy had introduced distillation to the cane juice.

Arnold of Villanova called the product aqua vitae, the water of life, a name publicized by his disciple Raymond Lull, the Catalan philosopher who has good claims to have invented the computer and allegedly made gold from mercury and tin for King Edward III of England in between making the hard stuff in the interests of science. Al-Antaki (d. 1599) mentions the ‘araq of sugarcane and of grapes, which suggests that the Arabs were making rum even as Columbus was shipping his cane cuttings across to the Caribbean.13

People who drank beer instead of wine soon realized that the spirits of the ferment could be distilled in the same way. In Holland, cereals were used to make gin, in Russia and Poland, vodka, and in Scotland and Ireland, whiskey. Naturally, there are big issues of national pride involved here, right down to spelling—in Scotland, whisky; in Ireland, whiskey. We can fairly safely give as much credence to the tale of Saint Patrick bringing a still back to Ireland as to the story of him driving the snakes out of it.

Allegedly, when King Henry II of England received the papal franchise of “Lord of Ireland,” his soldiery were much taken with the local aqua vitae, and claims have been  made that the Bushmills distillery was founded in that period. However, this tale is not copper-bottomed evidence of Hibernian primacy and is likely to be the result of a combination of too much drinking of the product and kissing the Blarney Stone.

The first direct mention of Scottish whisky distillation is in the Scottish Exchequer Rolls of 1494, accounting for “Eight bolls of malt to Friar John Cor wherewith to make aquavitae.” The malt is a key reference. In much of Scotland, and Ireland too, wheat does not grow easily, so the main crops were oats and barley, much hardier grains. Barley has a very distinctive trait for the brewer or distiller: if the grain is malted, germinated for a few days, it becomes very rich in sugars—not nearly as much as sugarcane but far more so than other grain crops and enough to incite the yeasts to ferment it much more actively than mere starches. Those “bolls of malt” reflect a distinctive Celtic advantage in developing an alcohol-rich mash for the stills.

How could history combine the Celtic skills in distillation with sugarcane? By bringing the various actors together in the Caribbean.
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