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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.





Look out for linked text (which is underlined and in a different colour) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.
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My rum life has been … rum.





Entering this world is to sit at a domino match with opinions rather than flying tiles slamming onto the table, a place where things are debated long, loud, and hard. There will be laughter at the end. This remains a spirit with the ability to make everyone smile.


What have I learned? Rum had quality control when other spirits were in short pants. It was the benchmark for quality – not some inferior junk coming out of the Caribbean. That hasn’t changed. It’s time to appreciate this and redress the myths that have sprung up around rum. This is not just a world spirit; it is a world-class spirit and has been for longer than any of us realized.


It’s time to celebrate rum’s diversity and versatility.


Charge your glasses. Let’s fathom this bowl!





EXPLODING MYTHS


Rum is such a diverse category that it’s no surprise some myths have built up around it. Let’s try and disentangle some of them.



Myth 1: Sweetness


History shows that rum was sweetened from the start, so you can argue that this is traditional practice. My problem is that sugar levels in some rums are at quasi-liqueur-like levels. People may like it, but the downside of sugar doping is that any gain in popularity is a loss in complexity and character. Sugaring increases homogenization at the precise time when rum’s diversity should be celebrated.


The practice is unfair to producers who don’t, or are not allowed to, add sugar. Ideally, added sugar levels should be declared on the label and capped in the same way for cachaça or Cognac. There has to be honesty and transparency. However, given the problems over trying to legislate such a diverse category (see Myth 4: Labels), it might be easier for producers who don’t add sugar or tint to say so on the label.


And another thing … If you want vanilla notes in your rum, use first fill casks. If you want to flavour-up a rum, then call it spiced. Don’t lie.
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Rum is the world’s most sociable spirit – never forget the fun.






Myth 2: Fun/No Fun


People smile when they think about rum. It’s affability means it’s an automatic choice as a party drink, but don’t dismiss it as being only that. I was asked by a rum blogger if rum, in a bid to be viewed in the same light as single malt, should shed its fun image. “No!” I cried. Even now, in Scotch, new drinkers feel like they need a degree to start appreciating single malt. It’s not a binary choice between being fun and being “serious”. The former has to be retained while widening rum’s remit. Rum covers more bases than any other spirit. Don’t restrict it.



Myth 3: Age


Scotch has created a model where a spirit gains credibility at 12 years. This puts rum in an awkward position as it matures more rapidly in tropical climes. A lust for “Scotch-style” age statements in tropical-aged rums will tend to leave you with extract of oak in your glass. Rums don’t get sweeter with age; they get drier.


Also remember, that while solera ageing is a valid technique, it needs to be explained that it’s different to static ageing. It’s impossible to give the exact age of a solera-aged rum as it’s a blend of different years. You can only give an approximate, average age.


Solution? Don’t look at the numbers; taste the spirit.






Myth 4: Labels


There is no universal, overarching rum regulation. Would it help if there were? Yes. Will it happen? Unlikely, as rum is already governed by regulations in each of its producing countries. What is legal in one place isn’t allowed in another. Getting them to agree to another set of rules will be well nigh impossible. That means that reading a rum label is confusing at the very time that rum’s premium sector is growing and people want to know what’s in the bottle. It is detrimental to the spirit to confuse or obfuscate.


So, can we do a classification ourselves? Possibly. Luca Gargano of Velier has come up with a proposed classification system:






Pure Single Rum: 100 per cent pot (i.e. batch)-still rum.



Single Blended Rum: a blend of only pot-still and traditional column-still rum.



Rum: rum from a traditional column still.



Industrial Rum: Modern multi-column still rum.





If bars and retailers began to use something like this independently, then we’ll at least have made a start.
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Labelling, while often colourful, does need to be decoded.
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SUGAR: THE SWEETEST SPELL


In the days before the time of humans there was sugar cane. One day, two bulges appeared in one cane’s stalk. They grew and grew until the stalk split and the first man and woman fell onto the earth. According to Pacific islanders, we come from sugar. In chewing it, we taste our origins. It nourishes and supports; it is our generator. Our stories start with it.


Cane was domesticated in New Guinea as early as 8,000 BC, reaching the Asian mainland around 1,000 BC. In India, blocks of sugar syrup called khanda (where our word “candy” originates) were made around 500 BC. Sugar was heaven sent. Kāmadeva, the Hindu god of love, intoxicates his victims with arrows made of flowers, shot from a bow of sugar cane. The Buddha was said to be an ancestor of legendary king Ikshvaku (Iksu meaning sugar cane).


For Chinese Buddhists, sugar was both food and a medicine, while in its making – the removal of impurities – could be discerned as a metaphor for enlightenment. In the seventh century AD, Emperor Taizong of the Tang Dynasty sent expeditions to India to discover the techniques of sugar refining. Whoever tasted sugar fell under its sweet spell.
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Sugar cane is a type of grass.






India – Home of the First Cane Spirit



Fermented “sugar wine” was made in both India and China, but there’s no evidence that it was being distilled in China. In India, however, there are historical references to a sugar-based spirit. When Sultan Alauddin Khilji (r. 1296–1316) forbade the sale of wine, his subjects made a beverage out of readily available sugar, then distilled it.


Predating this, in Book II, Chapter XXV of the Arthashástra, an ancient Hindu treatise on politics and statecraft, is a list of the responsibilities of “The Superintendent of Liquor”. Among the list of permitted beverages is amlasidhu, a spirit distilled from molasses. Although the original texts were written around 375–250 BC, it’s likely that this reference comes from a later addition, but no later than 300 AD. Whatever the case, it would appear that cane spirit’s origins lie in India.



Persia



By this time, cane was spreading westward. It was first mentioned in 327 BC by Nearchus, one of Alexander the Great’s generals, who wrote of “a reed in India which brings forth honey without the help of bees from which an intoxicating drink is made”. This could be sugar wine.


Full-scale sugar-cane cultivation only began in the sixth century, when the plant was taken to Persia after the emperor Darius invaded India. While sugar was extravagantly used in cakes and pastries and as a medicine in Persia, there is no historical evidence that it was distilled.


When Islamic civilization spread across North Africa into Sicily and Spain in the seventh century, sugar cane came too. Egypt was a major centre of cultivation, while Spain would eventually have 75,000 acres under cane.
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Christopher Columbus’ in-laws were in the sugar trade.






Cane and the Caribbean: the Early Days


The siren song of sugar is potent. It follows civilizations, helps found empires. This white gold was captivating, addictive, and expensive. Controlling production became increasingly important.



Portuguese Influence



In 1425, Portuguese Prince Henry the Navigator took sugar cane to Madeira and onward to the Cape Verde Islands, while the Spanish, also in expansionist mood, planted it in the Canaries. It was Canary Island sugar cane that Columbus (whose wife’s family were sugar traders) took to the Caribbean on his second voyage in 1493. In 1552, Governor-general Tomé de Souza reported that slaves were drinking cachaço (today’s cachaça): the first record of cane spirit being made in the New World.


Every plantation had its own still, and over the next 40 years sugar and spirit spread across Brazil. By 1640, it had reached the “Guianas” (now known as the Guyanas), where the Dutch had began to cultivate cane.


They weren’t the first to see the area’s potential. Sir Water Raleigh had sailed to “the large and bewtiful [sic] Empire of Guiana” in 1595 and 1617, reporting that “the soile besides is excellent and so full of rivers as it will carry sugar, ginger, and those other commodities which the West Indies hath”.


The age of the sugar colonies had started.



British Influence: the Enchanted Isles



On February 20, 1627, 80 colonists and 10 slaves stepped onto the empty beaches of Barbados. After the initial crops failed, they turned to cane, probably supplied by Dutch planters in Brazil, who also supplied stills and, possibly, distilling expertise.


Within two decades, Barbados became home to 75,000 planters, servants, and slaves, and by the end of the century it had become Britain’s wealthiest colony. It was a place of fascination for visitors such as Richard Ligon, who wrote a detailed account of his time spent at William Hilliard’s plantation between 1647 and 1650. Ligon was dazzled by the island’s beauty, amazed at its fecundity, but knew that there was a worm eating at the rotten heart of this enterprise.


The British were to use cane to forge a new empire based on trade and exploitation. By the end of the seventeenth century, sugar planting was more advanced than any agricultural enterprise in Britain. For it to grow, the planters needed workers. Many were Irish and Scottish prisoners of war, or men press-ganged (“Barbadosed”) into service. The island was a microcosm of British society, with a landed gentry building grand houses such as St Nicholas Abbey and Drax Hall, a working class, and, in time, an underclass of slaves.








THE DRAQUE FROM OLD



The first mixed cane spirit drink is alleged to be the Draque, a blend of aguardiente de cana and sugar that is named after one of two Elizabethan privateers, Sir Francis or Richard Drake, who were cruising around the Brazilian and Guyanan coasts in the late sixteenth century. The Draque was a commonly consumed Cuban stomachic up until the beginning of the eighteenth century, by which time hierba buena (literally “good herb”, usually a type of mint) and perhaps limon were being added, making it a precursor to the Mojito.
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A typical seventeenth-century sugar mill.






Rum was being drunk but, tellingly, Ligon places it as seventh on his list of the 10 beverages most widely consumed in Barbados. It was still a booster, a medicine, a salve to the pains of toil.


The maniacal desire to make as much money as possible out of sugar resulted in Barbados quickly becoming a monoculture, one that was totally dependent on imports, even for fuel, from the American and Canadian colonies. The currency? Molasses and rum.


The English (as it was then) empire was based on commodities made in English colonies being sent to the mother country, where they could be sold on, or refined. All profits were centred there. The colonies, for their part, could only trade with England.


Sugar and rum became the empire’s fuel. Planters began to move from the already tired soils of Barbados to St Kitts, Nevis, Montserrat, Antigua, and Guyana, and, from 1655, to the fertile island that would become sugar colony Number One: Jamaica. The plantocracy had arrived.


Rum was becoming increasingly important to the colonies’ economies. As Jamaica’s governor, Sir Dalby Thomas, wrote in 1690, “We must consider the spirits arising from Melasses [sic]… which, if it were all turned into spirits, would amount annually to above £500,000 at half the price the like quantity of brandy would cost.”








THE PIRATE MYTH


The importance of pirates to rum’s story is wildly overplayed. Pirates were social rejects, stateless wanderers, guns for hire, licensed by their governments to harry the Spanish and assist an overstretched British Navy. As Ian Williams points out in Rum: a Social and Sociable History, Cognac was apparently the pirates’ favoured tipple. As rum improved, so it would have been punches all round, but everyone was drinking rum punch – not just pirates. The link was only made strong in 1883 by Robert Louis Stevenson in Treasure Island.
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The Caribbean soon became home to exploitation colonies.






Rum Comes of Age


The eighteenth century saw Britain becoming a rich nation, thanks in part to the Caribbean. It also became a rum-drinking one. In 1697, a scant 100 litres (22 gallons) of rum were docked in England. By the final quarter of the century, it would account for 25 per cent of the spirits consumed.


Bristol was the first major rum port, trading initially with Barbados. Throughout the eighteenth century, almost 60 per cent of the city’s trade was from the Caribbean, peaking in the 1780s, when a reluctance to dredge the narrow Avon Gorge meant that ships couldn’t reach the port. By then it was playing second fiddle to London.







THE BOOMERANG EFFECT



Glasgow had established links with Barbados soon after colonization, giving rise to a forgotten development that helped start the city’s (and Scotland’s) love of rum. In 1667, the Wester Sugar House started operating in Candleriggs, soon followed by a distillery. More were to come, including the Easter Sugar House. While imported rums would have been consumed, rum drinking also started with the consumption of locally distilled spirit. By the start of the eighteenth century, distilling, rather than sugar refining, was the main activity of the sugar houses. The same would happen in Bristol, London, and Liverpool.







The Rise of Middle-class Imports



The eighteenth century was a time when “modern” society started to develop, and imported goods were the beneficiaries. In terms of spirits, this gave the new middle class three options: French brandy, Dutch genever, or West Indian rum.


The first suffered from high import taxes and outright bans. The image of genever was tainted by the cheap gin flooding the slums of London. Rum, however, was clear of all such negative associations. As Frederick Smith writes in Caribbean Rum: “The strategy of French wine and brandy makers … was to regard rum as the drink of slaves [while] the British Caribbean interests attempted to market rum as an exotic drink of the nouveau riche.”


Rum was everything gin wasn’t: imported, aged, expensive, and made by the richest men in the land. All of the 40 major planter families had one family member in Parliament, resulting in a powerful lobby. The “Gin Craze” of 1720–60 played into their hands. In 1733, a pamphleteer wrote: “I believe all mankind will allow that scarcely a wholesomer Spirit can be distilled than that call’d Rum.” By the middle of the century, aged Caribbean rum was more popular than cheaper alternatives, such as Medford rum from America.



Poor grain harvests in the 1850s also played into rum’s hand. William Beckford, whose family were the most powerful planters in Jamaica, was also an MP and Lord Mayor of London. With his sugar lobby colleagues he successfully got a bill passed outlawing grain distillation. People turned to rum, and consumption rose, especially in Ireland which, between 1766 and 1774, drank more rum than England and Wales.








RUM AND THE NAVY
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The British Navy was more significant than pirates to rum’s development. When at sea, drinking water turned to slime and beer went sour. Drinking drams of neat rum soon became an accepted part of the sailor’s daily routine in the West Indies. It also led to ill-discipline.


In 1739, Vice-Admiral Edward Vernon took command of the West Indies station. On August 21, he ordered that “the respective daily allowance of half a pint… be every day mixed with the proportion of a quart of water to every half pint of rum... in two servings a day”. He also recommended that the ration be augmented with fresh lime juice (to help combat scurvy) and sugar, “to make it more palatable to [the crews]”. Should the Daiquiri be called the Vernon?



Much of the industry’s early growth came as a result of the Navy’s increasing requirements. Purchasing was centralized at the Admiralty in London via a preferred supplier, ED & F Man, which bought either direct or through brokers. The rums were transferred to linked blending vats in the Royal Victoria Yard, Deptford, which operated as a sort of solera system.




What started as a Jamaican or Barbados-based rum was, by the nineteenth century, predominantly a Demerara-based rum, with some lighter rums from Trinidad and Barbados. This in turn gave rise to the “dark” or “Navy” brand that was made by British blenders.



By the 1970s, it was felt that a daily draught of rum didn’t exactly chime with the running of a modern navy and on Friday, July 31, 1970, 230 years of tradition ended.









Although the bulk of rum in Britain was from Jamaica (Barbados still traded primarily with the American colonies), from the 1740s a wider selection from the other sugar colonies was beginning to trickle in. In 1744, British Guyana (aka Demerara) had seven plantations. By 1769, there were 56. The Seven Years War (1756–63) saw the British temporarily take Martinique, Guadeloupe, and Cuba and start commercial distilling in all of them.


The sugar colonies were economically vital for Britain. By the end of the century, Jamaica’s sugar plantations made £15m ($21,250,773) a year – five times more than any other colony – and the average (white) Jamaican was worth 20 to 30 times more than his equivalent in Britain.


It wasn’t to last. The next generation of sugar barons had a laissez faire approach to their holdings. Plantations were placed in the hands of factors and began to fall into decline.


The problem was also cultural. The sugar barons were British, not Caribbean get-rich-quick opportunists. As Matthew Parker writes in his fascinating account, The Sugar Barons, “The West Indies had none of the things that sustained and nourished the northern colonies: a stable and rising population, family, long lives, and even religion. Instead there was money, alcohol, sex, and death.”


The exploitation of the colonies was becoming entirely unsustainable.








”THE SLAVE GRINDING AT THE MILL”


The foundations for the barons’ great houses, and Britain’s prosperity, were built on the backs of slaves. Nearly 1.5 million African slaves were imported into the British West Indies from 1627 to 1775, and four-fifths remained there. Jamaica alone took half of the slaves in the first half of the eighteenth century.


They were bought through barter – not just with rum, but with other goods from England: linen, cutlery, guns, and cotton. The rum cities of Liverpool, Bristol, London, and Glasgow were also slave ports whose prosperity was directly linked to the trade, as were manufacturing cities such as Manchester. Much of the American rum industry was dedicated to supplying high-strength “Guinea rum” for bartering purposes. Slaves generated the profits. They also made the rum.









RUM IN THE NORTH AMERICAN COLONIES


Rum was America’s first spirit. Almost as soon as imports from Barbados started, molasses was being distilled, first in 1640 in Staten Island, New York, then in Boston three years later. By 1750, there were 25 distilleries in Boston and Rhode Island, 20 in New York, and 17 in Philadelphia.


The incentive to distil was strong. Imported brandy was expensive and grain was needed for bread. Molasses could be bought for one shilling a gallon, while rum sold for six shillings a gallon.



Rum fed the fur trade, was used as currency, and helped to subjugate North America’s First Nations while preventing them from allying with the French. It was also consumed in large quantities as a bracer or “antifogmatic”, and as a social drink (see box). As Wayne Curtis comments in And a Bottle of Rum: a History of the New World in Ten Cocktails, if London had its Gin Craze, then America wasn’t far off having a similar one for rum at the same time.








EARLY AMERICAN RUM DRINKS


Rum was drunk all day, every day in colonial times: at home, in taverns, and in various (mostly simple) combinations. Bombo was a weak, cool drink of rum, sugar, water, and nutmeg; make it stronger and you’d have a Mimbo. Calibogus was equal parts beer and rum; a Cherry Bounce was cherry-flavoured rum; Manathan was a one to four sweetened mix of rum and beer, while a Stonewall mixed equal parts of rum and (hard) cider.


The greatest of these early drinks was the Flip. A huge mug was filled two-thirds with ale; then sugar, molasses, or dried pumpkin was added; then a gill of rum. This was then stirred with a red-hot poker to make it bubble and foam.


An extravagant spin on the Flip was the Bellowstop, a speciality of a tavern owner in Canton, Massachusetts, which involved mixing a pint of cream, four eggs, and four pounds of sugar. Ale was added to the Flip mug, then four spoonfuls of the cream mixture, then the rum – and finally the poker.
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Rum was used for barter – and to subjugate the First Nations.






“No Taxation Without Representation!”



More manufacture meant an increased need for molasses. The colonies were meant to trade with the British Caribbean, but in 1713, France banned the importation of rum and molasses, resulting in a large cheap supply of the latter. American distillers, now led by those based in Medford, Massachusetts, leapt at this opportunity to make their business more profitable. To counter this move, in 1733, the British introduced the Molasses Act, placing a high tax on the raw ingredient – and consequently, finished rum.


Rum was now entwined within an increasingly febrile political landscape. The colonists – who, unlike the sugar barons, didn’t have representation in British Parliament – felt they were being unfairly targeted and ignored the Act. Smuggling increased. In 1735, only £2 of duty was collected.


The Sugar Act of 1763 made things even worse. While duty fell, the sugar barons wanted their trade back, and Britain needed cash to pay for the Seven Years War. The colonists watched as the Navy and domestic authorities aggressively enforced an Act that would have bankrupted the American rum industry – which by then was making 18,169,977 litres (4.8 milion gallons) a year in 143 distilleries.



Rum was now a focus for dissent. Drink rum and you resisted the colonial master, drink rum in a tavern and you met like-minded folk. The “bowl of liberty” was being fathomed.


A rum-induced psychological shift had taken place. By the 1770s, Britain was “The Other”, while America was home. Unlike in the West Indies, in North America there was an identity with place. Rum fuelled rhetoric. Its taxation was one of the sparks that lit a war of independence, and when Britain had to decide whether to keep its sugar colonies or America, it chose the former.


This was rum’s high point in the New World. Shortly afterward, in 1790, US First Secretary to the Treasury Alexander Hamilton imposed a tax on molasses and British Caribbean imports (who said Americans had no sense of irony?). Rum was immediately seen as the drink of the old regime. A new country deserved a new drink – made with its own produce, by its own people.


It needed whiskey.








PUNCH
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No matter where you were in the eighteenth century, the most common rum drink was that most democratic, hospitable, and convivial of libations: punch. It was a drink for coffee houses, gentlemen’s clubs, country houses, and taverns, a tipple for the literati, the grand, the politicians, and the people – if you could afford it.


By the end of the century, however, a change was afoot. In the 1760s, in his London punch house, James Ashley started selling individual servings of punch – a drink that would morph into the cocktail.









HISTORICAL PRODUCTION


A study of rum’s detailed early production records shows a spirit that was far from being an afterthought of sugar-making, but one for which deliberate quality choices were being made from considerably earlier in its timeline than most other spirits. Rum was not only already at Spirits University, it was writing the curriculum.


Richard Ligon’s diagram of a rum distillery in seventeenth-century Barbados shows a room with space for two stills and a cistern, which probably acted as a fermentation vessel. On the island of Martinique, things seem to have been even simpler, if du Tertre’s drawing of a vinaigrerie with one small pot with spout and worm, is accurate. Rum was precocious, however, moving rapidly from being the rough drink for slaves, to punch for planters, then a desirable export product, whose sale could offset the running costs of the plantation.








THE MARTIN PROCESS


Samuel Martin’s percentages are as follows: “One-third of scum from the cane juice, one-third of water from the washing of the coppers… and one-third lees [dunder]”.


After fermenting for 24 hours, molasses was added. This made up six per cent of the total volume and was added in two stages: three per cent after 24 hours, then the remainder a day after “or when the wash is rich and in a high fermentation”. Martin advised adding all the molasses at the same time for a more controlled fermentation, though this older system continued to be used. Temperature control was used in the form of buckets of cold water if the (week-long) ferments rose “to near blood heat”, or by adding hot water if it got “sluggish”.






Eighteenth-century Rum: From Scum to Specialization



In 1707, botanist Hans Sloane reported in A Voyage to the Islands… that rum was being made from “Cane-juice not fit to make Sugar… or of the Skummings of the Coppers in Crop time, or of Molossus and water fermented about fourteen days in Cisterns”. In other words, early rums were distillates of the scummy froth taken off the sugar pans. Molasses would in time become part of the fermenting ingredients, but skimmings would always also be there, with more being used at the beginning of the season. When sugar-making was over, more molasses would be used.


There was one other ingredient in this mixed wash that first appears in an account of rum distilling given in 1707 to the London distiller William Y-Worth by “a Person of Ingenuity”: “…in Barbados… they take the Molasses, foul sugar and their canes and ferment them together with the remains of the former distillation….” This is the first mention of the use of dunder.


The eighteenth century is full of tracts and instructions to planters that illustrate how quality was as important in their distilleries as it was in their sugar estates. This second generation of planters wanted to make money, and that meant a forensic understanding of what was happening and how it could be, in that great eighteenth-century term, “improved”.


A key text was written in 1754 by Antiguan planter Samuel Martin, whose Greencastle estate became a quasi-university college of sugar cane. Martin’s An Essay Upon Plantership is both a summary of best practice and canny advice. Cleanliness is key to his approach, along with cooled, filtered, dunder, (“lees”) used “as yeast or barm” to start fermentation, temperature-controlled fermentation, and slow cool distillation. Much of this comes from his research into Barbadian planters, “the best distillers in all the sugar islands”, who were producing a double-distilled “cooler spirit, more palatable and wholesome” compared to the higher-strength spirit made in Jamaica (possibly by triple distillation), which was “more profitable for the London market because the buyers there approve of a fiery spirit which will bear most adulteration”.


By this time there was also an understanding of what we now call terroir. In his 1774 The History of Jamaica, Richard Long reports that the rich soils of Jamaica’s north coast produced a syrup “so viscid, that it often will not boil into sugar; but these estates produce an extraordinary quantity of rum. The south side lands, on the contrary, produce a less proportion of rum, to a larger quantity of sugar…” Specialization had begun.





By 1794, Bryan Edwards writes of a new “improved” method of rum-making in Jamaica, which upped the dunder levels to 50 per cent. Without dunder, distillers would have to add “most powerful saline and acid stimulators” and risk over-souring the ferment. What his and Martin’s work show is an understanding of dunder that predates Dr. James Crow’s use of sour mash in bourbon by 30 years.
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A rum plantation in Antigua as described by Antiguan planter Samuel Martin.






The Nose D’Void of Funk



The battle with rum’s odour started early. For Hans Sloane in 1707, it was “an unsavoury Empyreumatical scent” while Y-Worth talks of how rum “carries with it so strong an Hogo”. The solution was redistillation, – or, Sloane says, “mixing Rosemary with it.”



Dealing with the funk, the hogo, the “empyreumatic” smell, the “stinkabus” was rum-makers’ greatest issue in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. For Y-Worth, the hogo was the result of “operators often using the remains of their distillations or wash… for beginnings instead of liquor” – i.e. it came from dunder. But as dunder made up most of the ferment in those days, the issue was how to control its effects.


Taming the funk led to the concept of “light rum” which, in Cooper’s mind, would have been better “for common use of making punch… as the taste would be cleaner. In this state it would nearly resemble arrac”. Now there’s a telling line.


By the end of the eighteenth century, distilling consultants were arriving in the islands to improve rum further. One such was London scientist Bryan Higgins, who worked in the southwest of Jamaica for three years from 1797. His analysis centres on eliminating the “acetous ether”, which came across in the early runnings of a still. His advice was either to take a middle cut from the first distillation, or stop using those “tainting and oily products of the putrescent filth,” (i.e dunder and skimmings), because that’s where the problem lay. Using molasses, he decided, would be the best option – pretty much what Y-Worth had concluded almost a century before.


Higgins’s conclusions weren’t taken on board – in Jamaica, at least. Only two years after his report, merchants in New York were still taking the bungs out of casks of Jamaican rum to try and clear them of the aroma.


The armies of Sir Nose D’Void of Funk were on the march. It would be the successful creation of “light” rum in the nineteenth century that would change the face and the aroma of rum forever.








UK DISTILLATION METHODS


According to Ambrose Cooper, writing in 1757, British molasses spirit needed “fresh wine abounding in tartar” being added to the fermenter to increase the acidity. This was, at least, better than Y-Worth’s solution of 50 years earlier, which kick-started the fermentation by adding “a pot of very strong mustard, with a Horseradish a good Onion and the value [white] of an Egg”.


For Cooper, adding sweet spirit of nitre (aka ethyl nitrite) gave vinosity, and the subsequent spirit could “be made to pass on ordinary Judges for French Brandy” It was predominantly used for adulterating rum, arrack, and brandy. Sugar spirit was “extracted from the washings, scummings, dross, and waste of a sugar-baker’s refining house”, double-distilled, and also used mainly as an adulterant.











MATURATION


Sloane talks of rum being allowed to “stand under Ground in Jars” as a way of removing any taint. For Cooper, rum “must be suffered to lie for a long time to mellow before it can be used”. In other words, maturation was being used for quality purposes. Again, this predates whisky.


It was obvious to anyone that the months in cask onboard ship changed, mellowed, and improved rum. In time, this mellowing became common practice, and “old” rum was more popular in the British market. Ten-year-old rum was on sale in London at the end of the nineteenth century.
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INTRODUGTION

When did it start? Maybe the Halloween game
involving treacle scones, dipped in more treacle,
suspended from the kitchen pulley. We’d try and
eat them with our hands tied behind our backs.
The swinging splatter of sticky blackness on face
and lips was the first time | tasted molasses: sweet
but bitter, the taste of iron and blood.

Rum would come later, in a fishermen’s pub
in Lochaline, drinking a mix we christened Rum,
Sodomy, and the Lash. It wasn’t exactly pleasant,
but it made the motorboat ride home interesting.
Then came venturing into Cadenhead’s shop and
buying something old from Guyana and being
blown away.

Memories: drinking JB in beachside bars in
Jamaica, avoiding cursed shopping bagsin La
Réunion, molasses adhering to my feet, the smell
of muck pits, whirling machetes. P’ll tell you the
stories one day. You’ll not believe most of them.

What they all involved was a combination of
laughter, people, and a passion that showed how
this drink was the pulsing heart of a culture. As
my journey continued, so rum’s complex tales
of pleasure and exploitation became ever more
fascinating. No spirit is as sticky with moral
contradictions. Rum’s story is as sweet and
enlivening as a drop of syrup, as bitter as a treacle
slap. Itis a punchbowl filled with possibilities.
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HISTORY

It goes like this. Islands are colonized, planters
arrive, they plant cane, import slaves, work out
what to do with the molasses, and start shipping
rum as a way to maximize the return from their
crop. The deeper issue is one of identity: the
symbiotic relationship between place and
product that emerges in different ways at
different times in rum’s story.
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enjoying your rum in ways you never thought possible.
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