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one and a half litres of it every month. Also famous for its rum

bars and rum shops, the drink is a quintessential part of Bajan

culture- rum is a way of life in Barbados. 

Jamaica also produces a significant amount of rum and is

home to numerous distilleries. Among the most famous is the

Appleton Estate in Nassau Valley, which is the oldest sugar

estate and distillery in Jamaica. Producing rum following a time-

honoured tradition handed down from generation to generation

since 1749, today the production is overseen by Joy Spence,

the first ever female Master Blender. Climate has a very

important effect on the production of sugarcane and the

location of the Appleton Estate in Nassau Valley, with its fertile

fields, afternoon rain showers and warm sunshine, has played

its part in ensuring the quality of the product. 

Appleton produces several different types of rum based on

the molasses, yeast and water mixture. Once fermentation is

complete the liquid is distilled and different distillation

processes produce different styles of rum. Appleton uses the

traditional “small-batch” copper pot distillation method, used

since the inception of rum making in Jamaica, and the pot stills

are unique to the Estate. Like all good things, rum improves

with age, and while the rum rests in the oak casks it is

transformed into a smooth, mellow spirit with complex flavours

and aromas. Rum also takes its colour from the barrels, and

after long years of ageing it will develop a beautiful mahogany

hue. Appleton Estates are now owned by Wray & Nephew,

which produces one of the strongest rums in the world – Wray

& Nephew White Overproof Rum, the flagship brand, at a mind

boggling 63% ABV (alcohol by volume). 

Cuba is another major rum producing nation, giving birth to

the most famous brand of all, Bacardi, which is now produced

in Puerto Rico. It is also where one of the world’s most famous

rum cocktails, the mojito, was created. A survey conducted in

1827 indicates there were 300 distilleries making rum in Cuba,

which is not surprising considering it was once the Caribbean’s

major sugar producer. However, Fidel Castro expropriated and

nationalized all rum production, and since then the distinctions

between producers and brands have become blurred. Some

brands are produced in various distilleries, and some distilleries

produce many brands. The Havana Club made in Santa Cruz

del Norte was established by José Arechabala in 1878, but is

now produced by a fifty-fifty partnership between Pernod Ricard

and the Cuban government. The 15 Años (years) Gran

Reserva, the result of a complex process, is relatively difficult to

obtain outside of Cuba and, as all rums actually produced in

Cuba are not available in the United States, they retain a

mysterious allure for many rum fans.

Many other Caribbean islands are also rum producers, some

distilled and others, such as Anguilla, import the raw

ingredients and create their own blend. Pyrat’s Planters Gold is

aged in used whisky and bourbon barrels and is Anguilla’s

oldest rum. Tied up with legends of sailors and slave girls,

witchcraft and piracy, the Gold XO rum is said to be one of the

finest rums in the entire region. Known as the single malt of

rums, Pusser’s Original Navy Rum is still produced in exact

accordance with the British Admiralty’s specifications in the

British Virgin Islands. In Martinique rum producers boast of a

superior product, Rhum Agricole, which is distilled from raw

sugarcane juice rather than from molasses, which local

producers regard as inferior. Martinique has more distilleries per

square foot than any other Caribbean island, but Brazil

probably has the world’s largest number of distilleries. Famous

for creating the Caipirinha cocktail, Brazilians also use raw

sugar cane juice rather than molasses to create what they call

Cachaça. A strong white-type of rum, Cachaca is to Brazil what

tequila is to Mexico. P
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Sugarcane growing in the fertile fields of the Nassau valley in Jamaica.
Photo courtesy of Appleton Rum, Jamaica.

Production of Appleton Rum is overseen by Joy Spence, the first ever female
Master Blender.
Photo courtesy of Appleton Rum, Jamaica.
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If I’m not to have my rum now
I’m a poor old hulk on a lee
shore, my blood’ll be on you.
Laments Billy Bones to Jim Hawkins
in Robert Louis Stephenson’s Treasure Island.

For a more traditional dark rum look no further that Gosling’s

Rum, which was founded in 1806 by James Gosling in

Bermuda. The company is still run by the seventh-generation of

the Gosling family. The brand’s Black Seal rum is the key

ingredient in the popular Dark ‘N’ Stormy cocktail, the name of

which Gosling’s has trademarked. At 80% proof it is mixed with

Bermuda ginger beer to make the much-loved cocktail. The

company also bottles 140% proof and 151% proof renditions of

this celebrated rum.

In the Cayman Islands a newcomer to the rum scene is

Seven Fathoms, which is not only the islands’ first rum distiller,

but probably the first producer in the region to begin aging the

liquor in barrels under the ocean, because, as the firm says, it

has found underwater “a habitat for the rum with an intriguing

profile of humidity and temperature unparalleled on land.” The

technique is based on the fact in days gone by rum rolled

around in barrels aboard ship to the rhythm of the sea as it

crossed the Atlantic and it tasted considerably better at the end

of the journey.

There are numerous rum producers across the Caribbean,

making everything from potent white rums to mature top quality

dark sipping rums that give France’s best cognacs a run for

their money. The drink itself plays a key part in regional culture,

giving rise to the famous rum bars common to many

Caribbean islands. Caribbean people rarely mix their rum and

tend to drink it straight, be it the powerful overproof white rum

or the dark sipping rums. Everyone, however, has an opinion

on what constitutes the best rum.

According to one rum expert, who scoured the region to

create his own brand, the geographical location of the sugarcane

and the aging process are the two factors that have the most

influence on the quality of rum that’s distilled for sipping rather

than mixing. “If sipping rum is not properly aged it can taste like

soup of the day,” said Robert Hamaty, the owner and creator of

the Tortuga Rum company. “The place where the sugarcane is

grown is fundamental to the taste. The environment and the

climate make a real difference to the molasses used in the

brewing process.” Having created a unique blend of rum for the

HOW

Rum is made from harvested sugarcane, crushed to yield a sweet,

sticky juice. The juice is boiled and then crystallized to concentrate

and separate what will become the raw sugar. What’s left is

molasses. The molasses is diluted and then fermented, a process

that converts it into a liquid, called mash, that contains about five

percent alcohol. The mash is distilled to about 70 percent alcohol.

Better rums are then matured, generally in oak barrels, before they

are filtered, diluted to 40 percent alcohol and bottled.

WHAT

White Rums: With their delicate taste, white rums are an ideal base

for many mixed drinks and cocktails. Though they do not have the

same depth of flavour as their darker cousins, their subtlety and

versatility is ample compensation.

Golden Rums: These are of great importance to the blender as they

can be used to create smooth blends with more depth than is

possible using white rums. Varying from light to medium and heavy-

bodied, these rums acquire their warm glow in the cask.

Dark or Navy rums: The dark rums represent the earliest form of rum.

Commonly called Navy rum, a name derived from the 16th century

when a ration was given to British naval officers every day while at sea.

The rich, robust and pungent flavour is not intended to be consumed

on its own and is often consumed with fruit juices and punches.

Aged rums: Usually dark golden because they have spent so long

in the cask, aged rums have drawn their colour from the wood and

literally become tanned. Inside the white oak casks, the rum mellows

and melds, and all traces of roughness vanish, leaving a spirit that

can surpass cognac in smoothness and bouquet.

Overproof rums: These spirits are most frequently white rums

bottled at extremely high alcohol content; more than 50 percent

alcohol by volume (abv). These types of rums contribute a distinctive

‘charge’ to any cocktail.

Flavoured and spiced rums: As the names imply, the addition of

natural fruit flavourings or a small bevy of spices alters these rums.

White rums are most often married with fruit flavouring, while gold or

aged rums are more often used as the base for spiced rums.

Vintage and single barrel rums: There are a growing number of

vintage rums now on the market. The vintage on a rum label signifies

the year that the rum was placed in the barrel to age. Single Barrel

rums are spirits drawn from a single cask.

Rhum Agricole: A type of rum which is distilled from raw sugar cane

juice and considered to be superior by those who distil the product.

It can be made only when the sugar cane crop is at the peak of

maturity, so production is limited to the short tropical dry season. It

can be bottled early as rhum blanc or placed in oak barrels to age.

Cachaca: The Brazilian version of Rhum Agricole it is a white rum

type drink very popular as a cocktail base. Brazilians say, however,

the only similarity to rum is that the drinks both use sugarcane.

WHERE

Spanish influence: Traditionally, the Spanish speaking islands of the

Caribbean produce light rums with a fairly clean taste. Rums from

Cuba, Panama, the Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico, Colombia and

Venezuela are typical of this style.

English influence: The countries and islands known for darker rums

with a fuller taste are generally those colonized by the British. These

islands produce rum that retains a greater amount of the underlying

molasses flavour. Rums from Bermuda, Belize, Saint Kitts, the

Demerara region of Guyana, and Jamaica are typical of this style.

French influence: These islands are best known for their agricultural

rums (rhum agricole) produced exclusively from sugarcane juice,

which retain a greater amount of the original flavour of the sugar

cane and are generally more expensive than molasses-based rums.

Rums from Haïti, Guadeloupe, Marie-Galante and Martinique are

typical of this style.

Cayman Islands, Hamaty says he uses rum produced in Guyana

because he believes it is of exceptional quality owing to its

specific location. Hamaty says that dark and aged sipping rums

should be taken straight up with just once cube of ice. White and

lighter rums are generally used for mixed drinks, and Hamaty

notes that when it comes to cocktails, bartenders are using the

high potency rums which give the cocktails that extra kick without

the need for too much liquor.

Outside of the Caribbean, dark rum had until recently rarely

found favour as a stand alone drink, but things are seriously

changing. As the clamour for the superior aged blends

increases, rum is undergoing something of a renaissance – it

even has its own international day (15th of August).

Connoisseurs say the perfect pairing is rum and a Cuban cigar,

while non-smokers say rich dark chocolate is the perfect

accompaniment, and is described by some as opening the

palate to a new dimension of taste. Duane Dove, a sommelier

and chocolate connoisseur, has even designed a special glass

for rum and chocolate tasting, known as the cane tulip, which

was officially launch in August of this year.

Moreover, the Caribbean does not have a monopoly on rum

production. In New Zealand, the South Pacific Distillery spent

almost a decade perfecting its “Roaring Forties” dark rum.

While, Sangsom Superior, distilled in oak barrels for five to eight

years to create a 40% amber gold rum, is made along with a

number of others in Thailand, where some blends are created

using rising as well as molasses.

In Nepal, Khukri has been distilled since 1959 using water

from Mount Everest. Produced by Nepal Distilleries Pvt. Ltd. in

Kathmandu, Khukri Rum is named after an eponymous dagger

that was used in Nepal by the elite Ghurkha armed forces.

Coronation Khukri Rum, in a dagger-shaped bottle, was

introduced in 1974 to mark the coronation of the King Shri

Biredra Bir Bikram Shah Dev. 

Although rum may well be distilled in Australia, France, the

United States and various South American nations, its true

home is undoubtedly the Caribbean. The spirit brewed in this

region really is the “spirit” of the Caribbean. It is a happy drink –

sweet, rich, soft, with a lovely oak character, touches of vanilla

and cream, hints of tropical fruits and spices – all of which

conjure up the image and feel of the Caribbean islands, even

when it is served in a simple glass as opposed to a pineapple

or a coconut. Enjoyed with cigars or even chocolate as an after

dinner drink, sipping rums are finally winning the appreciation

they deserve. Rum has always been a way of life in the

Caribbean and a strong part of local culture but it is now

becoming a high-end global product, appreciated and enjoyed

in many and varied ways in every corner of the world.
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