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Until recently rum was just a cocktail ingredient or
something mixed with Coke, but the category has upped
its game to become a sipping drink in its own right
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W

hen London nightclub
Mahiki opened in 2006, its
bartenders had a tough job
convincing punters they
wanted to drink rum-based
cocktails. “We normally ask what kind of alcohol
they prefer and, when we opened, 80% of the
answers were gin, vodka or whisky,” says Georgi
Radev, head mixologist for the group. “Very, very
rarely people ordered a rum-based cocktail, but
there’s been a massive change since then. Now
more than 90% ask for rum, and they’re starting
to pay attention to brands as well.”
Such is the increased interest that Mahiki
owner Piers Adam has teamed up with ex-Nobu
chef and Kurobuta founder Scott Hallsworth to
open Ramusake, a high-end restaurant and
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nightspot in London’s posh South Kensington
specialising in rum and sake. While Radev’s
nightclub clientele mostly opts for rum-based
cocktails such as the eponymous Mahiki, his
customers at Ramusake tend to order the spirit
in Manhattans and Old Fashioneds – all adapted
to match the restaurant’s food offering of
Japanese small plates and sushi – or on its own
as a digestif, reflecting a more discerning
rum-drinker.
“More people are actually sipping rums such
as golden and spiced varieties now,” says
Stefanie Holt, UK and international brand
ambassador for El Dorado. “People are realising
that rum can be just as complex, smooth and
delicious as more traditional spirits, but quite
often it’s also better value for money. Rum from
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Cocktail spot : rum-based mixes
are top of the list at Georgi
Radev’s London nightclub

Discerning taste: Ramusake
in South Ken specialises in
rum and sake

the Caribbean ages twice as fast as other spirits
because it’s so hot over there, so when you’re
drinking a 12-year-old rum, it’s actually twice as
smooth and more like a 24-year-old whisky.”
Value for money could be a factor in rum’s
popularity among younger drinkers — 43% of its
consumers are under 35 years old, well above
the 29% for total alcohol consumption,
according to William Grant & Sons’ Market
Report 2014. And while white rum still accounts
for almost half of UK sales in the category, it’s in
decline as customers start to favour dark, golden
and spiced varieties. The category as a whole
has risen 3.9% to £493m, with growth being
driven by spiced rum, up 16%.
“Consumers’ preferences are changing as
they look for more robust flavours from spirits
themselves and not just the mixer, which is
why we have seen growth areas in golden and
spiced rums,” says Lisa Jazwinski, UK and
Ireland brand director for Bacardi. The
company has responded by introducing new
products such as Bacardi Gold rum 40% — an
increase in abv from 37.5%.
Northern England and Scotland are still the
biggest regions for rum sales, each accounting
for 21% of all serves sold, according to the WG&S
report. Ron Prohibido, a premium rum from
Mexico that has just launched in the UK, has
Natural choice: mutton curry is
a popular match for the spicy
spirit at The Rum Kitchen
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seen particular interest from restaurants in
Glasgow, Edinburgh and Manchester. But
southerners are also doing their bit for the
category, with rum-focused pubs such as The
Saint James in Brighton leading the way.
“The bigger dark rum drinkers are always in
the north and Scotland because quite a lot of
the rum shipments go to Liverpool and
Glasgow,” says Holt. “But the market for dark
rum is really decreasing. The Scots still like
spiced rum because it’s dead sweet, but
sipping rums are really city-focused.
Manchester is leading the way but London
isn’t far behind.”
Customers are also demanding
higher quality rums, catching up
on the premiumisation
movement that has already
happened with spirits such as
vodka and gin, according to
Mario Sandgren, bar manager at
Caribbean-inspired beach shack restaurant The
Rum Kitchen in London’s Soho.
“We’ve seen a bit of a paradigm shift – a step
up, if you will – Captain Morgan is sliding further
and further back on the bar and we have to
make room for more premium offerings,” says
Sandgren. “The quality gap between rum and
other high-class spirits is closing quite fast, as
Spirit of the Caribbean:
The Rum Kitchen in Soho is
prioritising premium rums

more and more people from the younger
generation use high-class rum for the same
occasions that were reserved for Scotch
and cognac.”
Sandgren, who serves the drink
alongside jerk chicken burgers and
mutton curry, predicts the underrepresented super-premium rum
category will rise rapidly – a point
perhaps proven by the current
popularity of super-premium
brand Zacapa 23.
Sweet like chocolate
The growth in Caribbean
restaurant concepts such as The
Rum Kitchen, Turtle Bay and
Jamaican Patty Co. may have
helped boost rum’s popularity, but
themed eateries aren’t the only
ones getting in on the spirit’s
new-found drink-of-the-moment status.
Restaurants are starting to look beyond wine for
traditional food pairings and are experimenting
with rum. One such restaurant is Argentine
steak chain Gaucho, which has teamed up with
Ron Zacapa to offer its Don Pedro dessert of
Zacapa 23 with whipped ice cream and walnuts.
“Guatemala, where Ron Zacapa is made, is
renowned for utilising rum in classic food
dishes, creating everything from salsas and
marinades to fantastically rich desserts,” says
Daniel Dove, Zacapa’s brand ambassador. “This
has inspired Ron Zacapa to partner with
restaurants and chefs across the UK to develop
bespoke food-pairings.”
While the spirit is traditionally paired with
chocolate, restaurants and rum ambassadors
are encouraging customers to branch out into
savoury accompaniments, says El Dorado’s Holt.
“The great thing about rum is there are so many
different bodies of flavour – and it’s the body
you want to mix with the food. For heavy, oily,
spicy chorizo, you need a demerara-style rum.
With light, crisp, clean food you need younger
rums with a bit less flavour. It’s surprising how
well things such as meat and cheese work with
rum – even black olives and artichokes work.”

Sweet success: sugar
cane being harvested
for rum production

By the barrel-load: an
escapist urge is fuelling
the demand for rum

themselves, but if you want to focus on sipping
rums and after dinner, you can have a range.
If you’re into French-style food and cognac,
you could try a rum from Martinique. Some of
these are extremely hard to tell apart from
cognac,” he says.
Neil Morris, head of marketing at West Indies
Rum Spirits Producers’ Association (WIRSPA),
agrees that restaurants are missing a trick.
“People don’t really understand that rum in its

Tiki tipples
Cocktail serves for white, dark, golden and spiced rum

1

1 White – Daiquiri
Two parts rum, one part freshly
squeezed lime juice, 2 tsp sugar
Stir sugar and lime in a cocktail
shaker until the sugar dissolves. Add
the rum and ice, shake vigorously,
strain and serve
2 Dark – Dark & Stormy
50ml Gosling’s Black Seal Rum,
ginger beer
Fill a tall glass with ice and ginger
beer. Top with rum and garnish with
a wedge of lime

4

3 Golden – Treacle
50ml rum, ½ tsp caster sugar, 25ml
pressed apple juice, two dashes
orange bitters
Dissolve sugar with a spoonful of
rum, add 25ml rum and ice cubes,
stir and add remainder. Pour in apple
juice, stir and serve

2
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Ian Burrell, founder of tasting event UK
RumFest, is championing a slightly more
unusual pairing: rum with naturally flavoured
marshmallows. “I use a rum from Trinidad with
heavy vanilla notes, citrus, orange and caramel,
and match it up with a salted caramel
marshmallow,” says Burrell, who will be
showcasing the pairing during RumFest at
London’s Earl’s Court Exhibition Centre on 11-12
October. “The saltiness of the caramel
marshmallow and the sweetness of the rum
really bounce off each other. If you can give your
customer an experience where they’re not being
weighed down with a big dessert, where they’re
sipping a digestif and having something light like
a marshmallow, it also provokes conversation.”
Burrell says restaurants need to cater to
customers’ increased interest in rum as a
digestif. “A lot of restaurants are failing by not
offering any sipping rums on their drinks trolley.
Statistics have shown that more women enjoy
premium rum than they do brandy or whisky, so
there’s an opportunity to up-sell after dinner
with a digestif that has as much body as
traditional post-meal spirits.”
When selecting a shortlist of rums for a
restaurant, Holt recommends stocking a
good example of each style. “Each style
represents a different island — so Cuba, Jamaica,
Guyana. White and dark rums are styles in
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Rum

4 Spiced – Spiced Piña
Colada
Two parts rum, one part coconut
cream, one part cream, one part
fresh pineapple juice, two dashes
Angostura Bitters
Blend ingredients with a scoop of ice
and serve in a tall glass
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true sense is a drink that is well-blended,
well-aged and has massive complexity and is
really something to enjoy and savour,” he says.
“There’s a gap in the traditional sommelier’s
armoury, and rums are not stocked for that
reason.” WIRSPA is planning to roll out training
sessions for sommeliers next year.
Holt says the fact that spirits are much
stronger than wines needn’t be a problem when
designing food pairings. She recommends using
10ml samples of rum with three different types
of food, instead of traditional larger servings.
Cigars make the perfect partner for rum and
many importers will also ship over rollers to
maximise the experience.
It’s tiki time
A combination of factors – political, historical
and economic – is contributing to the growth in
interest in rums. Firstly, the tiki explosion, which
started in the 1920s, tends to happen whenever
a country goes through a recession: “It’s
escapism. People want to feel like they’re on
holiday,” Holt says.
Secondly, the UK is seeing a flood of new,
high-quality products as young Caribbean
companies start to develop a firmer foothold
in the market. “A lot of Caribbean countries
only became independent 40 or 50 years ago,”
she adds.
“When the British colonies were around, it
was just cheap alcohol for the masses. When
these countries became independent, they
thought ‘why can’t our spirit be respected like
Scotch and cognac and things from the Old
World?’ They had to build up enough money to
be able to export brands, so it’s only in the past
10 years that so many rums have been launched
into the [UK] market.”
And the future? The Rum Kitchen’s Sandgren
predicts further premiumisation in the category
and believes rum will be the subject of the next
big craft movement.
Finally, WIRSPA’s Morris offers some advice:
“To really understand rum, to really appreciate
it, you have to come to the Caribbean and drink
it – in the sunshine, in a rum shop, on a beach.”
Time to book that flight then…
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