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INTRODUCTION



The word rum conjures up visions of swaying palm trees on white Caribbean beaches – a pirate ship may be gliding past in the distance. There’s good reason for this romantic tropical image: rum is usually made from molasses, a by-product of the cane sugar-refining process. So rum is traditionally produced where cane sugar is grown, and that’s in warmer, tropical climates like the West Indies, the Caribbean and Cuba.


Because of this connection, rum-based cocktails often include tropical fruit or fruit juices. Pineapples, bananas and limes play an important role. One of the exceptions (and also probably the best-known of all rum drinks) is the Cuba Libre, which goes back to 1893, shortly after Coca-Cola was developed. Apparently a Spanish army officer in Cuba added a splash of rum to the new soft drink and was very pleased with the result. Of course, no Cuba Libre is complete without a slice of cool lime. There’s the tropical ingredient.
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But rum’s popularity goes back much further than that. It was issued to sailors serving in the Royal Navy as long ago as 1655. As with so many drinking traditions this one was based on sober common sense. On long voyages drinking water often became tainted, and beer certainly did not last long in ship-board conditions. Rum, however, could be stored for months in sturdy oak barrels.
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Mixed in equal parts with the ship’s water, it killed any harmful microbes and improved the flavour enormously. This 50:50 rum–water mixture was named ‘grog’ after Admiral Vernon, known in the fleet as ‘Old Grog’ because he liked to wear a coat made of a rough material called Grogham.


It is interesting to note how many English expressions in use today have their roots in alcohol. Old sailors often suggest they ‘splice the mainbrace’ when they feel it’s time for a drink. This comes from the days when sailors received a tot of warming alcohol before being sent aloft to repair the thick rope that controlled the large mainsail (and that only parted in particularly violent weather conditions). The unfortunates faced a hideously hazardous job trying to capture the flapping rope ends in gale-force conditions, bring them together and splice the frayed ends while clinging to the rigging for dear life. It needed an extra-large helping of Dutch courage to face up to that. When you were ordered to ‘splice the mainbrace’ your first reaction was to take a strong gulp of fortification; invariably this was ship’s rum.
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