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AN INTRODUCTION TO RUM

Kill-devil, rumbullion, aguardiente, grog, Barbados water – these are just a few of the names by which rum has been known throughout its long history. Rum has come a long way from its earliest incarnations, but even so, modern rums wouldn’t seem too far removed from their original forms. In the end, rum is simply a spirit made from sugar (sugar cane, to be more exact), which is produced all over the world. Rum is found both in sugar-cane-growing regions as well as completely unexpected places – for instance, the team behind the wonderful Edinburgh cocktail bar, Bramble, distilled a white rum in Scotland in 2016. Because of the lack of geographic limitations for rum – unlike Scotch whisky that is from Scotland, tequila from Mexico and so on – it is often stated that rum is the spirit category without rules. In a general sense that is correct, as the rules for rum can and do change from place to place, but the one constant requirement in all regulations for rum production is that the base source for the alcohol must come from sugar cane. From there, all bets are off.

WHAT IS RUM?

The French Caribbean, with its rhum agricole (the ‘h’ in rhum is silent), specifies that freshly pressed cane juice must be used. Most other rum is made from molasses; some is made from skimmings from the sugar-making process itself. The type of still used to make rum varies, too; it can be a pot still, which results usually in a fuller-bodied and more flavourful rum, or a column still, which creates a lighter and crisper style. Even the type of material the still is made from can affect the final product – the equipment can be made from everything from clay and bamboo (perhaps the earliest distilling technology and yet still in use today) to stainless-steel or copper in modern distilleries, to the double-wooden pot still and wooden coffey used even today in Guyana for El Dorado rums.

Let us not forget maturation, either. Is the rum going to go straight from the still to bottling? Or perhaps it will be kept in open-top vats to allow some air flow and time to work their magic on the white rum before bottling? Perhaps the rum is destined to spend time in a used bourbon barrel or some other wooden container that may or may not add characteristics of the wood to the final product? All of these variables and more make the world of rum both utterly fascinating to enthusiasts who can spend an entire lifetime exploring the different varieties and flavours available. To the novice rum drinker, though, these same differences that make rum so varied can also present a bit of a challenge to understanding the spirit.

THE HISTORY OF RUM

Once known as the favoured tipple of pirates and the British Navy, the story of rum has always been intertwined with the production of sugar and sugar cane. Contrary to what many people assume, rum wasn’t first distilled in the Caribbean. In fact, by the time sugar cane reached the New World and rum started being distilled in the Caribbean and Latin America, it was already a very old spirit by any standard.

The earliest records of rum appear from an Indian historian who noted ‘arrack’ was being traded in the Sultanate of Delhi in the fourteenth century. This early form of rum was made from either fresh sugar cane juice or a combination of sugar cane juice and raw sugar, and it was often flavoured with spices and botanicals. These early distilled spirits would be recognizable as rum even today, and these flavoured arrack were the first incarnation of what is now called spiced rum (predating brands like Captain Morgan and Sailor Jerry by several hundred years).

It was the Spanish who brought sugar cane to the New World via Christopher Columbus, on his second voyage to the region, and had it growing on the island of Hispaniola (modern-day Haiti and the Dominican Republic) by 1500. The Portuguese introduced sugar cane to Brazil in 1520, the first time this crop was grown on the South American continent. Prior to this, the Spanish and Portuguese had sugar cane growing in places like the Canary Islands, Madeira and the Cape Verde islands, so this was more of a shift and expansion in production to the New World, where growing conditions for sugar cane were better and as a result yields were larger. Not long after the Spanish and Portuguese, the English, French and Dutch also began to colonize and vie for power in the New World. During that time the notorious triangle trade of slaves for molasses for rum began, as English colonies from New England to the Caribbean started to make rum from molasses. With colonization and the push to grow sugar cane in the New World came rum distillation as a natural byproduct of the sugar industry.

In the 1600s, the Viceroy of New España (New Spain), now modern Mexico, banned distilling in general and particularly those from cane sugar or cane juice. In the same approximate period of time, Brazil, under the auspices of the Portuguese, banned distilling from cane. Neither effort was effective, but it does show us how quickly cane spirits came to be distilled in the New World after the introduction of sugar cane. By the middle of the 1600s, a Cuban official noted two forms of aguardiente (fire water) available on the island. One made from the skimmings of the rum-making process called cachaza and the other, less popular, made from freshly pressed cane juice.

While distillation of cane spirits was widespread in Latin America, it’s when their distillation reached the Caribbean, notably in the British colony of Barbados and the French colony of Martinique, that rum became a profitable item and the subject of international trade. It was during this period that the term rum became commonly used for cane spirits, and the British Navy began issuing rum to select sailors, before making it an official part of the sailors’ ration in the 1700s.

Rum became an international commodity by the 1700s, with rum (and molasses) being shipped up to New England, which ran its own distilleries for making rum, in addition to its imported rum. Across the Atlantic, rum exports were reaching the shores of Ireland and it was even traded on the Central and West African coasts, where it became a key item in gifting ceremonies before trade negotiations. As rum exports grew and demand increased, rum distilleries in the Caribbean increased their output. At the same time, several European powers, including Spain and France, did all they could to stamp out the rum industry and protect their native wine and brandy industries.

THE RISE OF THE RUM DISTILLERY

The 1800s brought the Industrial Revolution to the world, and with it changes to distilling technology in the form of the column still. While many other distillers adopted this method to increase their yields, the rum industry was slow to move past pot still distillation, instead purchasing larger pot stills or adding ‘doublers’ (an addition to a pot still that creates a final product that is similar to something that has been double distilled in pot stills). This, along with a worldwide crash in sugar prices brought on by sugar beets being subsidized for sugar production by European countries, led to consolidation in sugar cane production. Then, a terrible thing happened to the wine industry that helped revive the flagging rum distillers – phylloxera. This root louse devastated European vineyards in the middle of the 1800s, vastly reducing both European wine and brandy production, leading European nations to open their markets to rum again and to their citizens developing a taste for rum. This was also the time of the expansion of the sugar industry into Cuba, and by the latter half of the 1800s one Facundo Bacardi started a distillery with support from his brother, and found the United States market to be quite fond of Cuban rums. Puerto Rico was ceded to the United States in 1898 and it too was quickly planted with sugar cane, which marked the beginning of the Puerto Rican rum industry.

By the tail end of the 1800s, the iconic daiquiri was created – a simple combination of rum, lime and sugar that became even more popular in places like Havana once American Prohibition started in 1920. The Prohibition period (1920–33) brought Americans south to places like Cuba and Mexico where rum flowed freely, helping the American public further their enjoyment of rum. By the middle of the twentieth century, Cuba and Puerto Rico were the two dominant rum producers in the world, both using column still distillation to produce crisp, light rums that were becoming increasingly popular with the public. The Cuban Revolution in 1959 closed the door on Cuban rum to the American market, and the end of the Colonial era meant that many distilleries in the Caribbean and elsewhere now had to take on their own marketing and sales in addition to distilling. More and more distillers continued to invest in column stills to deliver the crisper, white rum style that was in demand while more full-flavoured rums struggled to gain commercial success beyond their home markets.

Luckily for rum, two men, Ernest Raymond Gantt (better known as Donn Beach) and Victor Bergeron (who adopted the nom de guerre Trader Vic) helped usher in the Polynesian tiki bar craze in the United States after World War II. These men developed the subset of cocktails that came to be known as tiki drinks. Colourful creations served in exotic glassware, these drinks of Donn Beach and Trader Vic often relied on flavourful Caribbean rums mixed with fresh juices and rich syrups to create delicious, boozy concoctions with fanciful origination stories. While tiki bars began in the 1930s, they had a successful run in the United States up into the 1970s, creating an essential lifeline of business for less-favoured styles of rum.

Fast forward to the twenty-first century and bartenders have rediscovered rum, and with it a love for rum-based cocktails. From complex tiki drinks to classics like the daiquiri, to lesser-known drinks like the Corn ’N’ Oil, rum and its many variations has made a comeback in the spirits world and now accounts for more than 10% of spirits sales worldwide.

PRODUCTION

Before we journey too far down rum’s definition, though, let’s address rums that aren’t made from sugar cane. Table sugar can be
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