
  [image: Cover Page of Short Course in Rum]


  [image: Half Title of Short Course in Rum]


  [image: Title Page of Short Course in Rum]


  Copyright © 2015 by Lynn Hoffman

  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

  Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

  Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

  Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

  Cover design by Brian Peterson

  Photo of light molasses on page 195 by Wikipedia user Londonista

  Print ISBN: 978-1-62914-727-7

  Ebook ISBN: 978-1-63220-125-6

  Printed in China


  CHAPTER 1

  A PURIST AND A MODERNIST WALK INTO

  A BAR
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  When I started working on this book, I was pretty sure what I wanted to do. I wanted to look at noble, fragrant, complex, wood-aged rums: the type of liquor that’s served in snifters and consumed slowly, even reverently. I had the suspicion—maybe even the conviction—that rum was a serious, big deal sort of thing, somewhere above single malt scotch and maybe (just) below cognac. The suspicion was fed by tastes of great, budget-priced rums (Mount Gay) and exquisite and exquisitely-expensive ones (Zacapa).

  I was infused with missionary zeal. I think I was hoping to find the rum snobs of the world and go off in a corner where we could all talk about esoteric little bottlings and feel quite content with ourselves. I was a purist and I wanted to meet other purists and convert the uninitiated.

  My own drinking history (see chapter 5) has only lately been touched by purism. I was never a wine snob: I was just as happy with a grapey-ripe fruit bomb as I was with an elegant super-Tuscan. I’d love a d’Yquem one day and then trot off happily with a Banyuls the next.

  Beer was different. There was a lot of product out there that didn’t taste very good. Some of it was so bad that the only thing it could be compared to was nauseating, sweet cocktail confections made with cheap rum. I was a beer snob almost from my first bottle of Saison Dupont.

  Purism is a kind of ingredient-specific thinking. The best X must be the most reverently produced, additive-free example of its kind—an original recipe that outdoes others only in its adherence to some antique ideal. The real beef lover will only allow some salt and perhaps a crank of pepper. A true baseball fan despises the designated hitter. A proper rum enthusiast will allow nothing but sugarcane in the bottle and maybe a splash of water in the glass. And so on.
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  The thing itself: sugarcane.

  When I started some serious tasting, what I discovered made me abandon the purist approach. It even led me to question and finally reject the whole notion of purism. What derailed my approach to purism was a sudden appreciation of Modernist cooking. This epiphany happened at a tavern in Philadelphia called Kraftwork, and I’ll tell you more about it in minute, but first let’s talk about the Purist and the Modernist.

  The Purist

  You know this guy: he drinks single malt scotch, maybe the occasional cognac. He takes his liquor straight at cellar temperature in a thin-walled glass—a tumbler for the scotch, a snifter for the brandy.

  He (it’s usually a man) is horrified at the thought of soda, visibly pained at the notion of a cocktail.

  He is a connoisseur—someone proud of his knowledge of the difference between good and bad. He’s also a purist—someone who revels in, even worships the idea of a pure, uncompromised thing in itself.

  He likes the solos at the jazz club, the consommés at the restaurant. He also takes a certain pleasure in the elevation of his purism above your trashy compromise. He almost needs to snort at your Brandy Alexander in order to fully enjoy his VSOP.

  He’s an easy object of fun, both because of the supercilious attitude that often accompanies his pronouncements and for the shaky intellectual ground on which they stand. (Was the scotch purer the minute it came out of the still? What about the adulteration of it by aging then diluting?)

  But there is something sweet, almost romantic about the purist—some quality that we have to admire and to which many of us aspire. Admiring things in their simplicity, he turns our attention to the beauty in less, encourages a restrained horror of more. There is an elegance in the drink from the artisan’s still or the winegrower’s vat or the brewer’s barrel. There is also a suitable humility in our recognition of that elegance by simply leaving it the hell alone as we put it in a glass.

  The first part of our ratings is devoted to rums for the purist. These are mostly wood-aged rums that have spent five or more years thinking about themselves before they came to a liquor store near you. They are the products of sugar-cane, wood, time, and skill. The best thing about having a purist category is that these rums give us a chance to see what the cane has in it.
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  Beef Wellington.

  The Modernist

  Suppose you could take a bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwich on a brioche and extract all its flavors and textures and rearrange them. Imagine further that you transformed smoky bacon into a chewy roll and made crispy strips of tomato and layered them with leaves of brioche and doughy, eggy, buttery slabs of lettuce. Does that sound awful? Does it offend the purist in you? Hmm.
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  Looks odd; tastes great.

  The modernist position on food is that no food owns its own properties and that any manipulation we can do in service of foodie fun is not only justified, it’s holy, worthy, artistic work. The aim is to create a new experience, not to honor old ingredients. So let’s compress a slab of cucumber in a vacuum bag and turn it into pemmican. Then, let’s sprinkle it with gin and serve it before dinner where the cocktails used to be. You’re not defiling the cucumber; you’re helping it realize its potential.

  Once you make the sensation the center of culinary effort, you change the whole view of ingredients. Can you imagine a single-malt sorbet? Could you imagine its taste as it melts on a jelly-soft square of sous vide cooked salmon that’s waiting for it in a nest of deep fried dill leaves?

  One of the loveliest things about rum is that it seems to invite collaboration. It wants to drench pound cake and pull the flavor out of fruit or freeze itself with raisins into ice cream. Rum is pretty fond of other liquids too. It adds dimensions to other alcohols and elevates a host of poor, sad, non-alcoholic drinks. (Can’t you hear pineapple juice over in the corner crying for its beloved rum? Imagine: without cocktail rum, a piña colada would just be smushed pineapple and coconut flavor. A rum and Coke would be . . . well, you get the idea.)

  Rum’s native flavors—cane, caramel, vanilla, nutmeg, allspice, dried fruit—suggest one level of collaboration and quite a few distillers have taken up the challenge and have made spiced rums. These are amplified rums with a bit of compatible outside spice added to the native cane and wood combination.
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  Harvesting sugar cane in the late nineteenth century, Queensland, Australia.

  On another level, there are simple cane bombs that are made to whisper their way into cocktails to provide either an extra flavor or just the alcoholic raison d’être of an interesting mixed drink. We’ll review those along the dimension of impact from low to high.

  Modernism in cooking probably begins in France in the early 1970s with cuisine minceur or nouvelle cuisine. Cuisine minceur, with its tiny portions and elaborate plating, was easy to make fun of at first, but today its revolutionary principles seem almost axiomatic. The Gault Millau restaurant guide of 1972 listed a few of cuisine minceur’s principles:

  •   “Culinary rules . . . must be understood but they should not be allowed to hinder the development of creative new dishes.”

  •   “Creatively breaking culinary rules . . . is a powerful way to engage diners. . . .”

  •   “Diners have expectations. . . . Surprising them with food that defies their expectations is another way to engage them. . . . This includes putting familiar food in unfamiliar forms.”

  •   “First-rate ingredients are the foundation on which cuisine is built.”

  The second part of our ratings is devoted to the Modernist interest in rum as a tool; as a way to evoke delight in the company of other ingredients. This kind of consideration leads naturally to the third set of ratings—a consideration of cocktails.

  Cocktails

  You can probably imagine how pleased I was when I saw the difference between the modernist and the purist as the key to understanding how to approach the disorderly subject of rum. Nothing like a nice dichotomy to tidy things up. In this corner, ladies and gentlemen, the aging world champion, The Holy Ingredient. In the opposite corner, the scrappy inventive challenger, Sensation By Any Means.

  Unfortunately, a few minutes after I started congratulating myself on solving this book’s big conceptual problem, I knew that I was at least partially wrong. The modernist depends on the quality of her ingredients, the purist (mostly) values the objects of his desire for their ability to create sensations. The Aristotelian A-or-not-A becomes the Buddhist A-and-not-A.

  Zacapa in a snifter and a Dogfish Head Wit Rum Mojito are closer than you might think. I wonder if seeing them as organically connected, as each simultaneously themselves and the other, will make rum more fun to drink. We’ll see.
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    RUM. A species of brandy . . . distilled from sugarcanes. Rum . . . differs from simple sugar spirit in that it contains more of the natural flavour or essential oil of the sugarcane . . . the flavour of rum is really the effect of the natural flavour of the cane.

    —Encyclopedia Britannica, edition of 1771

  

  You may be shocked to hear that when you stop at your local liquor store, the rum section won’t be divided into two sections: Purist and Modernist. The retailers have a system of their own and its categories are loosely defined.

  White Rum

  If you take any alcoholic drink and distill it very thoroughly, you end up with pure alcohol. Pure alcohol (I mean really pure) doesn’t care about the kind of sugar from whence it came. Highly distilled alcohols all taste the same. So vodka, distilled from grain or potato, and white rum, distilled from cane juice, are going to taste pretty much alike. They will be hot on the palate with a faint sense of sweetness. They will add their aggressive character to mixed drinks but will do so without contributing much flavor of their own.

  White rum is essentially a modern invention. The original distilling apparatus—alembics and pot stills—carried a lot of the flavor of the original liquid over into the distillate. It required the development of a continuous or column still in the beginning of the nineteenth century and the widespread use of charcoal filtering to strip rum of both its flavor and color.

  White rums run a gamut from highly-distilled neutral spirits to lightly mineraled and earthy spirits that have a pale but definite personality. Since most white rums are used in cocktails, their lack of character makes the differences between them mostly unimportant. However, there are a few white rums that retain enough connection to the cane that they could be sipped alone or diluted with a splash of water.

  Rhum Agricole

  This is rum made from freshly pressed sugarcane juice instead of molasses. The use of cane juice is associated with the French West Indies but now cane juice rums are made throughout the Caribbean. The use of cane juice originated when Napoleon Bonaparte, having subsidized the beet sugar industry, prohibited the importation of cane sugar from the islands. The sugar refineries couldn’t survive without exporting sugar to the mother country and so they turned to fermenting and distilling cane juice. Although the shift was in many ways an accident of history, it’s hard not to notice that this method of rum production bears a resemblance to the processing of wine into Cognac and Armagnac, two beverages whose market had been earlier undercut by rum.

  Rhum agricole is now produced in Trinidad, Panama, the Dominican Republic, French-speaking Haiti, as well as in Martinique, Grenada, Guadeloupe, Marie-Galante, and St. Barths. Two islands in the Indian Ocean—Reunion Island and Mauritius—also produce cane juice rum.

  Cane juice rums from Martinique are labeled AOC Rhum Agricole Martinique in a manner reminiscent of French wine labeling laws. Martinique’s cane juice rums are usually distilled to 70 percent alcohol and then diluted down to 40–55 percent for bottling. It may be aged as little as three months or for as long as several years. After three years in oak it can be marketed as Old Rum.

  Fourteen distilleries produce rhum agricole. The most renowned include Clément Estate in Le Francois, Depaz Distillery in Saint-Pierre, and Saint James Distillery and Museum in Sainte-Marie. The most widely distributed cane juice rums are the Barbancourt rums of Haiti. They are aged in oak barrels for four, eight, and fifteen years.

  These rums are necessarily more expensive than molasses-based rum as they don’t have the sale of sugar to offset the cost of the raw material and it takes more energy to distill the lightly alcoholic liquid made from cane.

  The charm of rhum agricole lies in its herbal quality: there is touch of vegetal earthiness that recalls woods and wine.

  Cachaça

  This is a sugarcane rum and technically speaking it’s no different from rhum agricole. In point of marketing reality, it’s a whole other world. Over a billion liters of cachaça are produced in Brazil every year and almost every drop is consumed there. Simple white cachaça—the vast majority of production—is remarkably cheap and is used in a variety of mixed drinks. The more complex and aged varieties are decidedly snifter worthy. In big-city bars, look for Novo Fogo Barrel Aged. In the future, we can expect to see cachaça aged in Brazilian hardwoods.

  In fact, one of these drinks, the caipirinha, propelled cachaça out of the rocket-fuel stage and into the cocktail bar. (Crushed limes, sugar, and ice can round over lots of rough edges in a spirit) The caipirinha may be less fashionable today, but cachaça may still be going uptown. In 2012, Diageo, the drinks giant, bought Ypióca, Brazil’s third-largest cachaça brand, paying over $450 million for the company. Look for serious promotion of cachaça-based cocktails in bars in Europe and America.

  If you like your historical parallels, it’s easy to point out that a curtailed market for cane sugar is again impelling the conversion of cane juice into fermented and distilled drinks. At the same time, some of Brazil’s forty thousand distilleries are promoting wood-aged versions which are converging on the quality and elegance of rhum agricole.
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    A Spanish company called Murex has just released a “beer” made from fermented sugarcane. The first batches are all sold out. Home brewers and craft brewers in cane rich countries are pursuing the idea. Stay tuned.

  

  Spiced Rum

  It’s hard to imagine spiced scotch whisky, isn’t it? Just as hard to imagine spiced Cognac. You could probably go all confectionary on bourbon without the distillery gods sending down thunderbolts, but even that’s a stretch. The same thinking would lead us to laugh at the idea of spiced rum and yet spiced rum sells 8 percent of the total rum market in the UK and USA and grew by almost 10 percent in 2011, making it the fastest growing category in the spirits store. The notion of spiced rum is made possible by the fact that some of rum’s natural flavor echoes the flavors found in common spices. The spices in spiced rum are mostly the “baking spices”: cloves, nutmeg, cinnamon, vanilla, allspice. The resemblance of the rum to liquid cake is remarkable—all that’s lacking is the addition of some sweetener and we will have arrived at the ultimate teenage fantasy: an alcoholic cupcake.

  History is on the side of the spiced rum lover. One observer of Barbados rum noted that it contained “red pepper for spice, which wants little of the heat of a fire coale.” (This was in 1667, when rum was commonly served at twice the strength of brandy. Can you see the beginnings of rum’s bad boy reputation?)

  Once you allow the idea of spiced rum, the next intriguing idea is that you can make your own (see rum tasting notes and the Short Course Imitation Rum Kit).

  Flavored Rum

  Flavored rum is spiced rum’s first cousin. Instead of baking spices providing the flavor, these rums borrow the flavors of coconut, apple, banana, mango, pineapple, lemon, lime, and other fruits. Some flavored rums are enriched with the fruits themselves, others rely on artificial replications of the main aromatic chemicals in the fruits.

  If you find yourself enjoying flavored rums, you’ll be happy to know that you can make exquisite versions of them using white rum and fresh fruits. Again, consult the rum-tasting notes.

  Wood-Aged Rum

  Now we’re in the land of the grown-ups; in the company of rums that keep company with the finest (or at least the most respected) distilled spirits in the world. Wood-aged rums typically are small-batch, pot-stilled spirits (see Distillation) that retain a lot of the quality of the original fermented liquid. They are transferred from the still to wooden barrels—typically at 140 to 160 proof.

  Like any wood-aged spirit, these rums lose some harshness, acquire some flavor from the wood of the barrel, and lose some of their volume to evaporation. After aging, they are diluted with water to bring them to an appropriate drinking proof and then bottled.

  These rums are more expensive than the other, more easily produced types. They also tend to be cheaper than the equally ambitious spirits like scotch, bourbon, and cognac. Here’s the post-colonial lesson: rum is made in places where labor is cheaper, it relies on a raw material that’s inexpensive, and is grown on land which is itself inexpensive. When you enjoy great wood-aged rum, you’re taking advantage of the unequal distribution of wealth in the world. Call it the import/export business, call it tourism-in-a-glass, call it a simple recognition of great taste.

  Rum for the Smell of It

  Bay rum is a cologne intended primarily for men. The original version, said to be from St. Thomas in the US Virgin Islands, consisted of rum, spice oils, citrus peel and the leaves of the cilliment bush, also known as West Indian Bay.

  A Word about Words

  The origin of the word “rum” is obscure enough to have attracted a great deal of fakelore. A lot of silliness about the word is promoted by the desire of different nations to claim credit for the drink by virtue of the name. So, some French authorities have cited the Latin word for sugar—saccharum—and its last syllable as the source, but the early French word for the spirit was guildive, a gallicization of “kill-devil” itself a term widely used in the West Indies in the seventeenth century.

  The whole quality of the etymological debate is scandalously low. Let’s agree that there was a predecessor in the form of rumbullion which appears in 1651 in Barbados and that a century earlier, rum was used as an adjective in England to describe something of highest quality. There is no earlier citation of the word—it’s completely absent in Shakespeare.

  The French word rhum is a complete confection: the word migrates to the French rum-producing islands as rum, with the “h” being added later by the French Academy and on the mainland.


  CHAPTER 2

  WORKING IN THE

  RUM

  FACTORY
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  A purist vision of rum might be something like this:

  Rum is a combination of:

  •   the essence of sugarcane

  •   the power of the molasses that’s left over from transforming cane into sugar

  Now since rum made its way out into the world in wooden casks on wooden ships, it’s not unreasonable for a purist to add that rum is also:

  •   the spirit of the wood that carried it around the world

  Not a bad little purist bundle there—a raw plant, a neglected by-product, and an earthy, renewable, reusable container transformed by craftsmen into a little flavor factory.

  A modernist vision might be something like this:

  Alcohol is an incredible solvent of flavorful compounds. If we can get that solvent already loaded with a cargo of flavors of its own—especially flavors from the mythic, iconic, tropical sugarcane—we can probably use that as a canvas on which to paint a million other great flavors.

  As you can imagine, the purists and the modernists, while they may have great respect for each other, rarely work in the same kitchen, winery, brewery, or distillery. So going to work in a rum factory required a choice: purist or modernist/tradition or innovation. There was one more distinction to watch out for: industrial or craft distilling? I decided to go for craft.

  So what is craft distilling? To find out, I went to work for a few days as the most unskilled laborer in one of the premier craft distilleries in the United States. Dogfish Head is best known as an edgy, artistic, and totally modernist brewery. Their ales rarely fit the classic style descriptions that most beer lovers use to navigate the world of beer, and for that bit of eccentricity they have come to be widely respected and loved.

  Dogfish Head

  You may have heard about the revolution in beer. In the last thirty-five years, thousands of new breweries have opened, all of them dedicated to the idea that beer should taste good. If you weren’t around before this revolution, that idea may seem so commonplace as to be not worth stating. How else should beer taste if not good?

  The story has been told elsewhere—consult my book, Short Course in Beer, for details—but emphatically, this was a revolution created mostly by purists. The brewers who remade our notion of beer did it by returning to traditional beer recipes and allowing the flavor of beer to reemerge.
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