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INTRO
�e one thing we can agree on about rum is that it is the spirit distilled from the fermented sugars 
derived from the fresh juice or molasses extracted from the sugar cane plant. But without a 
governing body overseeing the category, such as the Scotch Whisky Association does for Scotch, the 
di�erent rum-producing countries of the Caribbean have their own rules and regulations about how 
rum is made. �e majority of the world’s rum comes from the Caribbean and Latin America, but is 
now also produced everywhere from Australia to �ailand. And even Scotland.

SOME BACKGROUND 
TO RUM 

As the original location for sugar cane cultivation in the Caribbean, Barbados lays claim to being 
the ‘birthplace’ of rum, with production dating back to 1642. By 1651 rum was being widely drunk 
on the island, as a document from the time states: “�e chief fuddling they make on the island is 
Rumbullion, alias Kill-Devil, and is made of sugar canes distilled, a hot, hellish, and terrible liquor.”
However, there are prior claims to rum’s earlier production – a report from Governor Tome de 
Souza of Bahia in Brazil in 1552 said that slaves worked better if they were given an allowance of 
cachaça, the spirit distilled from freshly squeezed sugar cane juice.
  
Rum’s most notable associations are with di�erent navies – a daily rum ration known as a tot was 
given to sailors with the Royal Navy until 1970 – as well as pirates, mostly due to the book 
Treasure Island by Edinburgh’s own Robert Louis Stevenson.
 
�e term grog comes from a British vice admiral’s instruction to dilute the daily measure of rum 
with water. 



WHERE IT COMES FROM

DARKER RUMS RHUM AGRICOLE RON AÑEJO

Rum is now produced primarily in countries where the climate is conducive to growing cane 
sugar, most notably in and around the Caribbean, where more than 80 per cent of the world’s 
rum is still produced, and the Latin American countries surrounding the Caribbean.

Without a single standard about what constitutes rum, styles vary greatly and are usually de�ned 
by the regulations of the country where it is produced. �at leads to great di�erences in 
de�nitions, including minimum alcohol content, ageing or naming.
 
Within the Caribbean, styles can be grouped by the language most commonly spoken. 
�e English-speaking islands and countries are known for darker rums with a fuller taste that 
retain a greater amount of the underlying molasses �avour. Rums from Antigua, Barbados, 
Belize, Bermuda, Grenada, the Demerara region of Guyana, Jamaica, Saint Kitts, Saint Lucia and 
Trinidad and Tobago are representative of this style.

�e French-speaking islands are best known for their agricultural rums, known as rhum agricole, 
which are produced exclusively from sugar cane juice and retain a greater amount of the original 
�avour of the sugar cane. Rums from Guadeloupe, Haiti and Martinique represent this style.

�e Spanish-speaking islands and countries traditionally produce ron añejo (aged rum) with a 
smooth taste. Colombia, Cuba, the Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Panama, Puerto 
Rico, the US Virgin Islands and Venezuela represent this style. Due to the overwhelming 
in�uence of Puerto Rican rum, most rum consumed in the US is produced in the 
“Spanish-speaking” style.
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Good question: without any governing body, 
rum has no regulations about how it is 
produced, so production is based on traditional 
styles that vary between locations and distillers.

At its base, though, is sugar, obtained from 
sugar cane. Sugar cane is a grass that is 
harvested and pressed to extract the water 
before it is crushed to get a sugary juice. 
�e juice can be fermented, but is often boiled 
and treated to create a crystalised sugar, the 
by-product being molasses. �e molasses are 
then diluted, fermented and distilled to 
produce rum.

�e vast majority of rum is produced from 
molasses. A much smaller amount is made from 
fresh-pressed sugarcane juice. 

Yeast and water are added to the base 
ingredient to start the fermentation process. 
While some rum producers allow wild yeasts to 
perform the fermentation, most use speci�c 
strains of yeast to help provide a consistent 
taste and predictable fermentation time. 

In Jamaica, some rum distillers use “dunder”, 
the liquid left in the still following distillation, 
as a yeast-rich addition to their subsequent 

HOW IS RUM MADE?

fermentation – similar to the sour mash process 
used in bourbon production. Slower-working 
yeasts and longer fermentation times add to 
Jamaica’s fuller-tasting rums higher in esters 
that contribute to the characteristics known as 
‘funk’ or ‘hogo’. Lighter rums use 
faster-working yeasts.

Most rum is produced in column stills, with pot 
still production generating fuller-tasting rums.
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WHAT ABOUT MATURATION?
While some rums are bottled directly from the 
still, most countries and distillers require that it 
is aged for a minimum of one year in oak casks, 
usually ex-bourbon.
 
Most rum producers mature their rum at 70 to 
80% abv, although some dilute their spirits to 
nearly bottle-strength – 40 to 45% abv – prior 
to maturation.

Due to the humid tropical climate, rum 
matures much faster than Scotch whisky, with 
angels’ share as much as 10 per cent per year

(although rum producers don’t refer to angels – 
to them it is ‘duppies’, or evil spirits, who make 
o� with the rum to start a party).

After ageing, rum is usually blended to ensure 
consistency. Although like whisky the ageing 
process determines the rum’s colour, light 
rums may be �ltered to remove any colour 
gained during aging, while for darker rums, 
caramel is often added to adjust the colour of 
the �nal product.

Almost all rum is blended with other batches 
from the same distillery, in the same way that 
the master blender in a whisky distillery will 
marry di�erent batches for consistency. 

Sometimes the blender will re-cask the blended 
rum to mature in another barrel, known as 

“second maturation” or “double ageing”. �e rum 
industry also “�nishes” its products, for example 
in ex-sherry casks. 

Some distillers have also adopted various forms 
of the Solera process from the Spanish wine 
industry, topping up their casks each year with 
rum that is one year younger than the barrel to 
be re�lled. 

IS IT ALL BLENDED?



ARE THERE SINGLE 
CASKS AVAILABLE?

Yes, these are becoming more popular although some companies’ de�nition of a single barrel might 
actually refer to a much larger mixing vat rather than an individual cask. 

HOW STRONG IS IT? 

Depends greatly on consumer preferences. Most rum is bottled at about 40% abv, but Navy Strength 
is usually considered to be 57% abv – supposedly so that gunpowder would still explode if the rum 
was spilt on it.
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WHAT ARE THE GRADES OF RUM?
�e following terms are commonly used to describe di�erent varieties:

LIGHT OR WHITE
Usually unaged and with little �avour apart from sweetness, popular for use in mixed drinks, 

as opposed to drinking straight. Some light rums are carbon-�ltered to remove colour. 
Most light rums come from Puerto Rico.

DARK
Generally aged longer in heavily charred casks, giving more hints of spices and stronger 

molasses or caramel notes. �e dark colour is often the result of caramel colouring. 
Most dark rums come from Jamaica, Haiti and Martinique. 

FLAVOURED
Usually unaged rums infused with fruit �avours, and served as part of a cocktail.

GOLD
Medium-bodied rums that gain their darker colour from maturation, 

although the colouring can also be added. 

OVERPROOF
With a much higher strength than the standard 40% abv, from 50% abv and above. 

PREMIUM
A marketing category for rums being promoted as having more character 

and �avour and generally taken straight. 

SPICED
 Usually unaged, with �avours from the addition of spices including vanilla, cinnamon, 

nutmeg, rosemary, absinthe, aniseed, pepper and, sometimes, caramel. 

RHUM AGRICOLE
Rhum is simply French for rum, and agricole refers to a distillate from fermented cane juice 

rather than molasses. Rhum agricoles tend to be grassier and more pungent, with 
heavy alcohol aromatics, and come from the French Caribbean. 



HOW TO DRINK IT
With a smile… As rum ambassador Ian Burrell says, the best mixer for rum is good company – and 
if you’re trying to recreate a rum drinking holiday vibe, sharing it with like-minded friends is the way 
to go.
 
It might have a reputation primarily as a spirit for mixing, but as with whisky, more mature and 
complex rums are great for sipping neat, and a Society whisky glass is perfect for the purpose.
 
But of course, rum does work fantastically in many cocktails, with the classic combination of 
rum, sugar and lime always working well. If mixing with cola, keep the measures equal parts instead 
of drowning it. Try it in a longer drink with ginger beer or ginger ale. Or take your pick of Cuba 
libre recipes.

AROMATIC CHARACTERISTICS
As with whisky, there are variances from region to region and from country to country, but generally 
speaking molasses-based rums will have a caramel and vanilla character and a certain sweetness. 
Rhum agricoles, or sugarcane juice-based rums, tend to be grassier, more pungent, with heavier 
alcohol aromatics.
 
As mentioned previously, Jamaican rums are renowned for having very high levels of fruity esters, 
produced through long fermentation periods, which contribute to the aromas associated with 
‘funk’ or ‘hogo’ – along the same lines as rancio in cognac or the medicinal notes in a heavily peated 
Islay whisky. 
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COMPANIES AND BRANDS

PREMIUM MARKETS
�is year’s Global Rum 
Insights report from 
just-drinks and the IWSR 
�nds that the super and 
ultra-premium rum 
categories (generally from 
£50 upwards) are "expanding 
at a healthy rate", although 
rum continues to 
underperform compared 
with whisky and cognac, 
accounting for less than 0.5 
per cent of sales. Single cask, 
special wood �nishes and 
higher-end aged rums are 
helping to drive the 
premium end of the market.

�e biggest rum producers are Bacardi (Bacardi, Bermuda), Tanduay (Tanduay Distillers, 
the Philippines), McDowell’s No1 Celebration Rum (United Spirits, India), Captain Morgan 
(Diageo, UK) and Havana Club (Pernod Ricard, France).



SIMILARITIES TO WHISKY

Mostly in the vast variety of expressions and, in aged rums, a complexity and depth that you can also 
�nd in your favourite whiskies. With increased education, consumers are also discovering the 
diversity of styles in the rum world and that it can be much more than a cocktail ingredient. 

WHAT TO LOOK
FOR IN A RUM?

In such an unregulated market, it’s important to look for authenticity and detail on the label, and to 
do some homework on the brands. �at’s where the SMWS comes in – we are ensuring that the 
rums coming to the Tasting Panel are already pre-selected for their pedigree – that means no 
additives and no caramel colouring. �e Tasting Panel has then put the same level of scrutiny and 
analysis into the selection of Single Cask Spirit rums as members would expect of our single cask, 
single malt whiskies. If the rum world is an unregulated jungle, you can be con�dent that the 
SMWS is your trusted guide to source the best casks in the category.
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WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE
BETWEEN RUM AND CACHAÇA?

Under Brazilian law, cachaça can only be produced within Brazil, although it shares its raw 
ingredient of fermented sugar cane juice with rhum agricole. Otherwise, cachaça’s alcohol content 
of between 38% to 48% abv is typically lower than rhums agricoles. 

�e Society has so far released rums from four countries and �ve di�erent stills. All our releases to 
date have been darker rums from the English-speaking islands and have showcased some very 
intense, funky �avours. As with our whisky, they were all bottled at natural strength, with R5.1 being 
released at 81.3% abv. Certain Single Cask Spirits rum releases will be reduced to what we deem the 
most palatable strength, for example, R8.3 was reduced to 55% abv from 68.4% abv. �e �rst batch 
of releases will see us introducing sumptuously sweet and fruity Spanish-style rums to our portfolio, 
with greater variety to come. 

SMWS BOTTLINGS OF RUM
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